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Welches ist der große Drache,
den der Geist nicht mehr Herr und Gott heißen mag?
“Du-sollst” heißt der große Drache.
Aber der Geist des Löwen sagt: “Ich will”.
Friedrich Nietzsche, Also sprach Zarathustra.

Row, row, row your boat,
Gently down the stream.
Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily,
Life is but a dream.
Popular children’s song
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INTRODUCTION, DISSERTATION’S AIM, APPROACH, OUTLINE AND CONCLUSIONS

Introduction
Does life imitate art or does art imitate life? Screenwriter Woody Allen once
paraphrased and updated Oscar Wilde’s famous answer to this question by
estimating: “Life doesn’t imitate art, it imitates bad television” (in: Husbands and
Wives [Greenhut & Allen, 1992]). Nevertheless, according to French philosopher
Paul Ricoeur (1988), it are stories – such as television stories – that replicate our
human reality of action and suffering in a highly concentrated way, and with an
intelligibility that is denied in our own lived experience. Drawing upon
Aristotle’s understanding of how tragic poetry imitates life, Ricoeur’s theory
explains that stories lay a net, catching the reader’s imagination and holding it
imprisoned, if only temporarily (Ricoeur, 1988; Turnau, 2004). Why do some
“television nets” feel too excruciating, simplistic or insignificant to play the
game of storytelling and identification, while others seem meaningful, morally
deep and important? How do we, as audiences, make such evaluations anyway?
The increasingly popular drama series produced by American premium
television networks, such as HBO, Netflix and AMC, are lauded by critics for
their artistic and convincing portrayals of complexities of human life (Chaney,
2017; The Economist, 2011; Tryon, 2015). They are described as postmodern(Dant, 2005), existential- or morally ambiguous drama series (Lane, 2001), and
characterized as challenging for the viewer, with a patient style of storytelling
that revels in loose ends and morally complex characters (The Economist, 2011;
Tryon, 2015). They are also full of immoral behaviors such as law breaking,
(sexual) violence, infidelity, drugs abuse, deceit or fraud (Turnau, 2004; Tryon,
2015). As a result, in both public and academic debates the view is repeatedly put
forward that these kind of gross moral violations articulated in these shows and
on television in general stimulate – if not cause – immoral behavior in society
(e.g., Comstock & Scharrer, 2003).
Conversely, studies based on a Durkheimian, functional perspective have
argued that norm violations in the media are useful for society. As long as those
violations are condemned in an unambiguous manner, they may actually
function to uphold the moral order (Daalmans, Hijmans, & Wester, 2017; Grabe,
2002; Klapper, 1960). For example, classical police procedurals (e.g., CSI, Criminal
Minds) make clear-cut distinctions between “right” and “wrong” motivations
and behaviors, and every violation of the moral order is rectified by the actions
of the hero/protagonist (Lane, 2001). These types of shows, therefore, function as
a contemporary public scaffold where norm violations are publicly denounced,
and society’s norms and values about justice and appropriate behavior are
unmistakably reaffirmed. This straightforward moral reasoning is argued to
create moral certainty for viewers (Lane, 2001). Moral reasoning is the line of
11
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reasoning in the narrative that articulates a moral message, more generally
termed as moral reasoning in the narrative (cf. Raney 2004).
However, the last decades have witnessed a growing array of television
drama that articulates much less clear-cut moral messages (Lane, 2001).
Particularly, cable network shows like those introduced above are not centered
around classic morally good heroes, but feature anti-heroes or even criminals as
(main) characters: the so-called morally ambiguous characters [MACs] (Eden,
Daalmans, & Johnson, 2017; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Shafer & Raney, 2012).
Notable and extremely popular examples of these MACs include Tony Soprano
(The Sopranos), a sociopathic mobster who is also a loving family man and suffers
from panic attacks; Dr. Gregory House (House M.D.), a brilliant, but irreverent,
pill popping and distrustful doctor specialized in diagnostic medicine, Dexter
Morgan (Dexter), a traumatized serial killer who works for law enforcement
while murdering the “immoral” at the same time, and the main characters of
Gossip Girl, whose compound quest for romantic love is heartbreaking and
unescapably tramples others.
MACs inner moral deliberations about their actions and underlying
motivations are discussed explicitly in voice-over (Dexter) or with therapists
(The Sopranos; Dexter), family members (The Sopranos; Dexter; Gossip Girl), peers
(Gossip Girl), or colleagues (The Sopranos; Dexter; House M.D.) and more implicitly
with other MACs within the cast. Because these characters are often engaged in
multiple, morally complex and long running storylines (Willis, 2002), these
series continuously articulate a wide variety of complex moral dilemmas that
stay unresolved in the narrative (Dant, 2005).
Whereas morality in, for example, traditional police procedurals is often
self-evident and ritualized, morally ambiguous drama unendingly lacks moral
certainty and features morally reprehensible main characters (Lane, 2001).
Therefore, the continuous discussion in these series about values connected to,
for example, justice, professionalism and love, “demands some complex
judgment on the part of the viewer” (Dant, 2005, p. 6). How does this “judgment”
or moral evaluation of viewers work for MACs?
To theoretically build towards the central question of this dissertation, we
must first outline both MACs and viewers’ moral evaluation.

Defining MACs: Creators of Morally Ambiguous Moral Reasoning

MACs have become prominent features in contemporary media psychological
research, which is devoted to defining what sets them apart from good and bad
characters (Eden, Daalmans, & Johnson, 2016; Eden, Grizzard, & Lewis, 2011;
Daalmans, Hijmans, & Wester, 2017; Tamborini et al., 2010), describing their role
in the narrative context (Kleemans, Eden, Daalmans, van Ommen, & Weijers,
12
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2017; Shafer & Raney, 2012), and unraveling their appeal for viewers (Janicke &
Raney, 2015, 2017; Krakowiak, 2015; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Krakowiak &
Tsay-Vogel, 2013, 2015; Shafer & Raney, 2012). In this dissertation MACs (Eden,
Daalmans, & Johnson, 2017; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Shafer & Raney, 2012;
Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2015) are said to “do both good and bad things”
(Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012, p.117) and “often behave in immoral ways”
(Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2015). However, this immoral behavior is frequently
alleviated by redeeming qualities that set them apart from villains (Krakowiak
& Tsay-Vogel, 2015).
MACs actions cause a series of events in the endless narrative of drama
series, yet their moral predicaments often remain. They may react to
circumstances and happenings, but the way the narrative develops is determined
by the course of action these MACs take (“character creates plot”; cf. Egri, 1960;
Weijers, 2014). The moral reasoning in the narrative is, as a result of their action,
also morally ambivalent.

Defining Moral Evaluation

To understand how these MACs relate to viewers’ (final) moral judgments about
them, we outline the process of moral evaluation. Haidt (2001, p. 818) uses moral
reasoning of people as a similar term for moral evaluation, and defines it as a:
“conscious mental activity that consists of transforming given information
about people in order to reach a moral judgment”. Haidt also suggests that
morality functions as a dual process, involving both moral deliberation, i.e.
rational reflective thought about people and their moral situations, and moral
intuitions, i.e. quick emotional responses to those situations.
Drawing upon Haidt’s (2001) definition of moral reasoning of individuals,
Raney defines the moral evaluations of characters as “making moral judgments
about the actions and motives of protagonists?” (Raney, 2005, pp. 3519-3520).
Thus, moral evaluation is an abstract position that grounds moral reasoning in
the narrative towards actual moral judgments of the viewer (Raney, 2004; 2005;
Zillmann, 2000). Moreover, in line with Haidt’s distinction in the process of
moral evaluation, we focus on both the rational and the emotional side of moral
judgments, and are also interested in the degree of the preliminary involvement
and engagement of viewers with moral predicaments as presented in the context
of a narrative. In conclusion, we define moral evaluation as the emotional and/
or rational process of “making moral judgments about the actions and motives
of MACs”.

13
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Theoretical Routes Towards Moral Evaluation

Affective Disposition Theory (ADT: Raney, 2004; 2005; Zillmann, 2000), which is
the predominant theory in work on characters and viewer responses to them,
states that the enjoyment of a narrative depends on the congruency between a
viewer’s affective disposition toward a character and this character’s actions,
motivations, and outcome within the narrative. Earlier research on moral
evaluations of MACs built on the idea proposed by Zillmann (2000) that indicates
that viewers of drama series function as “untiring moral monitors”. This means
that viewers continually judge what they see on screen, and their ongoing
verdicts on the morality of character behavior influence the valence and intensity
of viewer’s affective dispositions toward the protagonists (e.g., Eden, Grizzard,
& Lewis, 2011; Janicke & Raney, 2015; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013).
Zillmann (2000) also asserted that moral judgments may vary across morality
subcultures, which share different relevance structures, moral orientations, and
patterns of moral justice and sanctioning. In his seminal paper (2000) he called
for exploration of these morality subcultures. Furthermore, in his Extended
ADT (EADT) model Raney (2004) outlined that viewer groups engage differently
with morality in the text. In this model, in addition to moral evaluations as
a result of viewers’ group self-morality, Raney questioned if viewers’ moral
judgments could also arise out of the narrative experience – via a notion of
closeness with the moral reasoning in the narrative. As a result, the viewer’s
moral principles are set aside for the sake of narrative enjoyment (a form of moral
disengagement) (Raney 2004, p. 364). These two paths towards moral evaluation
have been summarized by Lee and Shapiro (2014) as two distinct sequences of
reasoning. Specifically they put forth the idea that moral evaluation is based on
either a rationalist sequence in which judgments about the (good/bad) intention
that informs a character’s actions leads to moral judgments about the action as
well as specific dispositions toward the character (e.g., Zillmann, 2000), or an
intuitionist sequence where prior affective dispositions toward the character are
the base for the subsequent judgments about a character’s behavior (e.g., Raney,
2004).
Based on the idea that on the one hand textual characteristics and on the
other hand viewers’ characteristics represent multiple morality subcultures, we
propose three theoretically separate routes of viewers to come to moral
evaluations about characters and narratives. These routes are based on: (1) the
moral reasoning of morally ambiguous drama, (2) viewers’ own characteristics
such as moral make-up, knowledge and/or real-life experiences, and (3) the
interplay between both moral reasoning and viewers’ characteristics.

14
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The Aim of this Dissertation
To put forth a significant and relevant contribution to the scientific and public
debate, this dissertation will map how moral evaluation works when dramas do
not stringently guide viewers by clear-cut moral solutions in the plot. The aim of
this project is to explore the interplay between on the one hand characteristics of
the media content (MACs in their narrative context, or: moral reasoning) and on
the other hand characteristics of the media user (viewers’ characteristics) when
coming to moral evaluations. Both sides represent the bilateral ends of a
continuum in which the different routes to moral judgments by the viewers on
the actions and motivations of MACs are embodied.
This dissertation aims for an overarching theoretical framework, based on
the complete spectrum of routes for moral evaluations of different groups of
viewers with different moral make-up and experiences of different examples of
MACs in morally ambiguous drama. Specifically, this framework builds on
outcomes of four empirical case studies, which take into account episodes of
four television series with distinctive MACs: The Sopranos, House M.D., Dexter
and Gossip Girl. Simultaneously, it focuses on moral evaluations of thematically
related viewer groups (Ntotal = 262) who share specific real-life knowledge and
real-life experiences with regard to the setting of these four series. These four
case studies together offer an evolving understanding or moral evaluations of
MACs in general.

The Approach of this Dissertation
The approach of this dissertation centers on two basic assumptions: (1) morally
evaluating MACs should be explored from a functional perspective, and (2)
analyzing viewers’ moral evaluations requires a mixed-methods approach.

Morally Evaluating MACs Should Be Explored From a Functional
Perspective

This dissertation starts from the idea that watching and evaluating moral
predicaments and violations in morally ambiguous drama television series
might be useful for specific viewer groups (cf. Daalmans, Hijmans, & Wester,
2017; Grabe, 2002; Klapper, 1960). Not only do these highly popular series have
the power to produce much pleasure for a wide variety of people, they also have
the ability to carry a socially convincing sense of our essential reality (Fiske,
1987, p. 21; Oud, Weijers & Wester, 1997), deepen the meaning of the human
world by ordering it into a plot (cf. Ricoeur, 1988), and – because of the explicitness
15
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of moral violations – give full recognition to viewers’ deepest anxieties and
aspirations (cf. Bettelheim, 1976).
Because of its “truthfulness”, this specific type of television series might
offer an opportunity for insightful reflection and discussion on complex moral
realities. For example, moral rumination – the capacity and process by which a
person evaluates different perspectives on a moral predicament, via which it
becomes clear which moral value is most important in a specific situation, and
what the preferred moral action should be (Eden, Daalmans, van Ommen &
Weijers, 2017) – can be linked both to moral imagination and moral simulation
of morally demanding situations in real life (cf. Grizzard et al., 2015). Moreover,
based on theories of eudaimonic, “truth-seeking” motivations for media
consumption (Bartsch & Schneider, 2014; Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012;
Oliver, Kim, Hoewe, Shade, & Cooke, 2013; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Tamborini,
Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010), research has already linked truthseeking media experiences to a variety of prosocial outcomes. Studies by Bartsch
and Mares (2014), Bartsch et al. (2016), Scherr et al. (2017) and Eden et al. (2017),
for example, have proposed that morally complex and controversial media
content could lead to reflective thought and meaning-making processes about
for example violence as a fact of social reality. Moreover, morally challenging
television drama is advocated as a potential tool for moral education of young
professionals (e.g., Wicclair, 2008).

Analyzing Moral Evaluations Requires a Mixed-Methods Approach

We assume that the relationship between mediated immoral behavior in morally
ambivalent television series and moral violations in society is more complex
than, for example, effect studies within the communication science domain have
suggested (e.g., Wood, Wong & Chachere, 1991), and therefore needs a more
in-depth research approach. Reading media content by media users is much like
driving a car: “Like a car is a tool for driving, a content [media content] is a tool
for reading. Although the driver [media user] is in control, he cannot drive a car
without the vehicle.” (Oud, Weijers & Wester, 1997, p. 3). Consequently, this
project takes both the characteristics of the media content and the characteristics on the side of the media user into account in its explorative analysis of moral
evaluation. We combine qualitative content analysis with qualitative in-depth
interviews, and these four case studies were interconnected via purposeful and
theoretical sampling, and were carried out one after the other.
Qualitative content analyses. As mentioned earlier, media contents can
differ in moral reasoning, and depending on this, “the” moral meaning of
contents can vary in degree of moral ambiguity (Lane, 2001). Concerning this
issue, qualitative content analysis is needed to unravel the specific moral
16
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reasoning in episodes of morally ambivalent television dramas. The purpose is
to explore what kind of moral dilemmas are articulated, thereby not only
focusing on the mediated moral violation itself, but also on how the moral
violations are discussed, and framed within the morally complex and longrunning narrative of multiple storylines (Oud, Weijers & Wester, 1997).
The moral reasoning of episodes of four television series with distinctive
MACs, such as Tony Soprano (The Sopranos), Dr. House (House M.D.), Dexter
(Dexter) and Gossip Girl’s main characters’ Serena, Blair, Nate, Dan and Chuck
are taken into account.
A qualitative content analysis is conducted on each of the episodes, which
was focused on visual as well as narrative aspects of the episode (Wester &
Weijers, 2006). There are three main reasons for conducting a qualitative content
analysis prior to the in-depth interviews: To disentangle the moral dilemmas a
viewer might be confronted with during the screening; to map potential
possibilities for topics of discussion, as well as to; generate probing questions
based on the screened episode.
Qualitative in-depth interviews. Moreover, thematically related viewer
groups who share specific real-life knowledge and real-life experiences with
regard to the setting of these four shows are taken into account. These different
groups were chosen because they will most likely come to different moral
evaluations because of their different personal life history and beliefs in relation
to the moral topic articulated in the series. Additionally, these groups share
viewer characteristics, such as patterns of morality salience and the acceptance
and appeal of (mediated) norm violations, which guide media preferences
(Mastro, Enriquez, Bowman, Prabhu, & Tamborini, 2013). Therefore, these
viewer groups may be conceptualized as different morality subcultures (e.g.,
Tamborini, Eden, Bowman, Grizzard, & Lachlan, 2012).
The combined results from the content analyses of episodes of the series
and the theoretical assumptions about moral evaluations based on viewer
characteristics, content characteristics, or both, formed the input for the

interview guide for the qualitative in-depth interviews (e.g., Gorden, 1992). This
interview guide was slightly customized for every study. In general, the
interview was semi-structured with fixed topics and partly fixed follow-up
topics/questions, which were not rigidly enforced. A selection of visuals (stills)
from the screened episode, based on the content analysis, capturing the various
characters and scenes are used as stimuli to help the interviewees recall the
narrative and get the interview started (Pauwels, 1996). One of the episodes was
screened for the interviewees before the interview took place. All the episodes
are, if properly initiated, easy to follow for respondents who are not familiar
with the series.
17
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Sampling. The specific sampling, both on the side of the stimulus materials
(episodes of different series) and viewer groups, was made based on purposeful
and theoretical grounds (Boeije, 2010). Purposeful sampling is based on which
viewer group, drama series or episode the researcher thinks would contain
specific moral dilemmas that are appealing to specific viewer groups. Theoretical
sampling refers to the process of choosing new research sites or cases to compare
with ones that have already been studied. The results of the each case study
therefore functioned as feedback for the sampling of series and viewer groups of
the next case study (see Chapter 6 for more details of the sampling process).

Dissertation’s Outline
As mentioned earlier, this dissertation consists of four empirical studies (Chapter
2-5) and one theoretical study (Chapter 6). All papers are published, accepted, or
submitted for publication. The content of the chapters in this dissertation is
equal to the published, accepted or submitted papers. Being self-contained, each
chapter has its own abstract, introduction, discussion and reference list. The
section below provides a short summary of each chapter.

Chapter 2: Analyzing Prisoners’, Law Enforcement Agents’,
and Civilians’ Moral Evaluations of The Sopranos1

The second chapter includes a qualitative content analysis and in-depth
interview study, and is the first study to examine how “moral monitoring”
(Zillmann, 2000) apply to MACs, specifically: to moral ambiguous crime drama
that features unlawful protagonists. This exploratory study is based on
qualitative interviews (N = 3x20) that aimed to provide insight in the grounds of
moral evaluations of three selected episodes of the mobster drama series The
Sopranos.
Three episodes from The Sopranos second and fifth season were sampled,
specifically the episodes entitled “From Where to Eternity” (season 2, episode 22
[S2E22]), “Full Leather Jacket” (S2E21) and “Irregular Around the Margins”
(S5E5). These episodes were chosen as good examples of the moral uncertainty
that is typical for the show: the lines between perpetrators and victims are
intensely blurred, and the justice of the law is constantly in peril. Viewers of
three distinctive moral subcultures (i.e., prisoners, law enforcement agents, and
civilians) were interviewed. The results revealed that the majority of prisoners
1
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and law enforcement agents grounded their moral evaluations mostly in their
professional opinions and experiences, and came to fairly strict, yet different
moral evaluations. In contrast, most of the civilians had a more “lenient”
association with narratives and characters. Civilians generally based their
evaluations on the morally ambiguous story world, and therefore showcased
more nuances in their moral judgments.

Chapter 3: Analyzing the Moral Evaluations of Medical Students
and Physicians of House, M.D. 2

The third chapter includes a qualitative content analysis and in-depth interview
study examining how “moral monitoring” (Zillmann, 2000) applies to moral
ambiguous medical TV drama that features a MAC who can be primed to be a
traditional ‘good-guy’ (and is therefore an excellent contrast to Tony Soprano).
Earlier research shows that medical students like to watch the morally ambiguous
medical drama House, M.D. (e.g., Czarny, Faden, Nolan, Bodensiek, & Sugarman,
2008) and that television series featuring MACs constitute a good way to assess
and discuss moral judgments of students as part of students’ ethical education
(Vanderford, 1999). However, there is some concern about how the unethical
behavior of the main character might eventually affect their professional
behavior (Czarny et al., 2008). The aim of the study is to provide insight into
medical students’ and physicians’ (varying) moral evaluations of characters’
actions and motivations in the episode “Informed Consent” (3x03) to inform the
discussion over the proposed merit of medical dramas as a tool in medical ethics
education.
A qualitative study was conducted that included in-depth semi structured
interviews (N = 51) among a diverse sample of medical students at various stages
of their degree program and physicians from different specialties. The results
demonstrate a difference in moral evaluations of the episode of House M.D.
according to the degree of professional (theoretical and practical) experience,
with more experienced physicians evincing a more nuanced view of the
profession and professional ethics. The study strongly suggests House, M.D. as a
method of discussing or broaching bioethical dilemmas with students or
physicians.

2
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Chapter 4: An exploration of Dexter as a Tool for Moral Education
in the Professional Domain3

The fourth chapter includes a qualitative content analysis and in-depth interview
study that aims to inform the discussion over the proposed merit of morally
ambiguous dramas as a tool in moral education in the professional domain,
by providing insight into different student groups’ moral evaluations of Dexter.
A single episode from the first season of Dexter was chosen, specifically the pilot
episode (E01S01).
This episode was chosen as a good example of the moral uncertainty that is
typical for the show, because the episode showcases the tension between nature
and nurture and Dexter’s urge to kill versus moral control. Building on earlier
results and considering the two sides of Dexter’s moral pathology, we selected
students in different phases of their psychology or law education. In-depth
interviews (N = 61) were conducted among a diverse sample of law and
(developmental) psychology students. The results demonstrate differences in
moral evaluations, according to the degree of “professional” experience. Remarkably,
law students follow the unlawful reasoning of vigilante killer Dexter instead of
their own moral make-up; yet slowly develop a professional, strictly procedural,
point-of-view during their education. Conversely, (developmental) psychology
students ground moral evaluations instantly in professionalism, but proceed
from an idealistic to a more realistic and nuanced point-of-view.

Chapter 5: Analyzing Moral Evaluations About Love and
Romantic Relationships in Gossip Girl4

The fifth chapter includes a qualitative content analysis and in-depth interview
study that chooses to zoom in on an all-embracing life domain, namely: romantic
love and relationships. Popular love stories delude us with visions that true love
empowers or makes us “lose ourselves”, and are for each of us there for the
taking. But what if all of these images of love are scrutinized in a TV-series?
That’s what happens in the TV-series Gossip Girl. How to make sense of a
TV-series that does not have a clear-cut message about love but constantly
elevates the discussion on (types of) romantic relationships? This exploratory
study aims to provide insight in the grounds of viewer’s moral evaluations of a
diversity of romantic relationships in Gossip Girl. Qualitative interviews were
3

4
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conducted among viewers (N = 90) on an episode of teenage drama series Gossip
Girl (2007-2012), specifically the episode entitled “The Beginning” (S1E01).
This episode was chosen as a good example of the moral uncertainty that is
typical for the show, because the episode showcases the idealistic (romantic)
notion of love and relationships, functional notion of love and relationships as
well as a postmodern ideal of love and relationships.
Results showcase that young and less-experienced viewers’ moral evaluations
are mainly driven by the Romantic ideal of “love as a fairytale”. They come to
terms with violations of the norms they adhere to, by neglecting or sweetening
these violations in order to stay true to their beliefs (i.e., “Romantic willing
suspension of disbelief”). We defined three variations of this “Romantic willing
suspension of disbelief”: (1) despite favorite characters’ moral transgressions of
the Romantic ideal; (2) despite viewers’ assumption that Hollywood’s Romantic
Utopia is fake, and; (3) despite the shattering of the Romantic ideal in viewers’
social reality. Experienced viewers included real life necessities in moral
evaluations, and use them to ponder on “love as a battlefield” as articulated in
Gossip Girl.

Chapter 6: Morally Ambivalent Television Series and
Moral Evaluation of Viewers: Constructing an Overarching
Theoretical Framework5

The sixth study is a theoretical review of the case study research, which culminates
in the proposing of a theoretical model. The four empirical and interconnected
case studies were key in understanding how moral evaluations of MACs work.
Cumulatively building on the results, this study introduces an overarching
theoretical framework explaining how viewers understand morally ambiguous
characters based on their moral expectations of a narrative and their own
professional and personal moral experience. The resulting theory, termed
Processing Narrative & Moral Expectations Theory, is a systematic account of how
processing of morally ambivalent series takes place via rational knowledge
about and emotional involvement with the mediated moral predicaments.

5

Van Ommen, M., Daalmans, S., Weijers, A., Eden, A., de Leeuw, R.N.H., & Buijzen, M. (2018).
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Conclusions and Implications
The aim of this dissertation was to explore the interplay between, on the one
hand, characteristics of the media content (MACs in their narrative context, or
moral reasoning) and, on the other, characteristics of the media user (viewers’
characteristics) when coming to moral evaluations. Cumulatively building on
the research results, the dissertation introduces an overarching theoretical
framework explaining how viewers understand morally ambiguous characters
based on their expectations of a narrative and their own professional and personal
moral experience. Moreover, it explains how both everyday- and television
encounters can be a building block for new (sets of) narrative- and moral
expectations as tools for moral evaluations of morally ambiguous drama series.
How can this framework be situated in the public and scientific debate over
negative effects of exposure to moral transgressions in media, such as in morally
ambiguous drama series? From Goffman’s (1974) viewpoint, viewers are virtual
prisoners of dominant moral reality. Procedural television genres, such as the
whodunit are defined by moral transgression, but its morality is self-evident
and ritualized (Lane, 2001) and generally makes viewers “indifferent to the
social, moral or political issues” (Priestman, 1990, p. 23). Even though television,
regardless of the genre, sparks moral rumination and moral insight (Krijnen,
2007), moral evaluation of procedural television genres resemble a “cattle chute”
(Turnau, 2004, p. 390). In terms of Ricoeur (1988), the moral reasoning inscribes
its rhetoric of persuasion of law and order with a very heavy hand, leaving little
room for viewer’s moral maneuverability.
However, our framework on morally ambiguous drama series shows that,
far from passively consuming dominant moral reality, viewers are actively
engaged with the material in complex, often highly nuanced ways (see also,
Bartsch, Mares, Scherr, Kloß, Keppeler, & Posthumus, 2016; Eden, Daalmans,
van Ommen, & Weijers, 2017; Scherr, Bartsch, Mares & Oliver, 2017). Watching
morally ambiguous television drama can therefore be seen as entering a spacious
and greatly complex “moral laboratory” (Ricoeur, 1988; Krijnen, 2011), which
unendingly represents moral predicaments and continuously discusses society’s
moral “obvious”. In this laboratory, viewers can explore and reflect on moral
issues, and deliberate without facing the consequences of their moral decisions
(Krijnen, 2011).
Many sociologists, psychologists and philosophers have emphasized the
importance of not only internalizing the moral rules and regulations society
requires of an individual in order to live a responsible life, but also critically
discussing and reflecting on it (e.g., Bauman, 1993; Kohlberg, 1973; Nietzsche,
1990). Sociologist Bauman (1993), for example, proposed to free morality from
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systematization – a tendency it suffers in the institutional codes of ethics of
classical institutions. Moral education from traditional institutions has not
completely been vanished, but it now competes with, and is strongly influenced
by media (Thompson, 1990). Bauman argues to ‘re-personalize’ morality by
acknowledging that it is only through trusting the moral capacities of individual
human beings that society can reshape the moral order in postmodernity (p. 34).
These human capacities are highly sophisticated, including both emotional and
impulsive, and rational and (self-)reflective processes (Borg, Sinnott-Armstrong,
Calhoun & Kiehl, 2011; Haidt, 2001; Lee & Shapiro, 2014). Moreover, humans are
able to perceive from the abstract position of an impartial spectator, and give
moral approbation or disapproval of social situations, even if they are not in
these situations themselves (Haidt, 2001; Lee & Shapiro, 2014).
The very popular genre of morally ambivalent television drama series
resists following a systematic form of morality, and, therefore, embodies exactly
the moral ambivalence that is needed to re-personalize postmodern ethics
(Dant, 2005). Eden, Daalmans, van Ommen and Weijers (2017) already found
that viewers’ moral rumination was predicted by transportation into the morally
ambivalent narrative of The Sopranos. Moral rumination may act, in turn, to
promote moral development via reflection on and discussion of viewers’ own
morality and moral choices (Krijnen, 2011). According to psychologist Kohlberg
(cf. different moral stages, Kohlberg, 1973) individuals that have indeed a
growing realization that the individual’s own perspective may take precedence
over society’s dominant view, are more “morally mature” than individuals who
are (only) authority and social order obedience driven.

Morally Ambivalent Characters and Morally Ambivalent Media
Content as Moral Laboratory

The results of the case studies and subsequently formulated Processing Narrative
& Moral Expectations Theory indicate that watching morally ambiguous drama
can be a fruitful moral laboratory (cf. Ricoeur, 1988; Krijnen, 2011) for viewers to
come to terms with their own complex dilemmas in social reality. Most
importantly, the framework showcases how viewers’ moral mind can be both
strengthened and re-personalized in this morally challenging lab. The moral
predicaments represented in the narrative can serve, as Grizzard et al. (2015)
termed it, a “moral sandbox”, in which viewers can safely try out and run-through
different responses to (future) situations. This dissertation showcases that this
“playful” experimenting with morality is a process that needs a viewer who is
truly on board (e.g., includes his own moral make-up and real-life experiences)
with the game of storytelling and identification to reach its full potential.
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Based on the empirical studies in this dissertation, we conclude that there are
three stages and subsequent outcomes of the Processing Narrative & Moral
Expectations Theory, in the evaluation of MACs and their behavior in morally
ambiguous drama.
Stage 1: moral adaptability. When the route towards moral evaluation is
mainly grounded in the morally ambivalent reasoning in the narrative, the
moral complexity in the narrative is fully experienced, and leads to moral
judgments that are very similar to the moral predicaments, motivations and
actions of the MACs. The formation of viewer’s moral judgments is primarily
guided by the moral predicaments of the characters. Morally ambivalent
narratives invite viewers to anticipate on possible and desirable moral outcomes.
In doing so the narrative creates a moral laboratory in which viewers can explore
moral limits, emotions, imagination, reflection, sensitivity and understanding
(cf. Carroll, 2000; Grizzard, Tamborini, Lewis, Wang & Prabhu, 2015). Evaluating
MACs and their behavior in this fictitious world is a safe playground because of
viewer’s moral adaptability.
Stage 2: moral strength. When the route towards moral evaluation is mainly
rooted in viewer’s own (strict) moral make-up, the continuous application by
viewers of their own rigid norm-based knowledge is connected to the repudiation
of the moral complexity in the narrative as such. It leads to very clear-cut moral
judgments, and, in some cases, even moral disengagement from the moral
reasoning to maintain and uphold the deeply held ideals and beliefs. In this
stage viewers hold on to (theoretical) rules, regulations and protocols for the
very reason that the fictitious world is ruled by ambivalence. This way the moral
laboratory is used to strengthen the viewer’s own moral make up and ability of
applying its moral rules.
Stage 3: moral change. When the route towards moral evaluation is both
grounded in the morally ambivalent moral reasoning in the narrative as well as
viewers’ own moral make-up and experiences, the moral laboratory is used to
its full potential. The mental experiments are fueled by the morally ambivalent
narratives on one hand and the viewer’s willingness to call their own moral
make up into question on the other. This leads to highly complex moral
rumination and very nuanced moral judgments. In this stage viewers take an
active, independent and conscious moral position in relation to behavior and/or
motivations of MACs and its underlying social predicaments. They have gained
the capability to accept “the responsibility for working out their own [moral]
solutions and making their own [moral] judgments” (Rosenblatt, 1938, p. 201).
These outcomes are consistent with the findings of Mar and Oatley (2018).
According to them, the ultimate function of fiction is the abstraction and
simulation of social reality, which promotes the transmission of moral knowledge
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about the social world and a greater understanding and empathy of others and
ourselves. The results of this dissertation showcase that morally ambiguous
drama series are a morally deep, - complex and multifocal simulation of postmodern
life, and therefore are a profound instrument for stimulating moral development
of a broad range of viewer groups in different life stages and within different life
domains.
College in particular is one of the best places to encourage moral development,
specifically the development of professional ethics (Perry, 1999). Young people
enjoy series that are contextually related to their future life (Weaver et al., 2012;
Weaver, Wilson & Langendyk, 2014). College teachers have already turned to
drama series that are situated in a professional setting for challenging input in
their classes on professional ethics (e.g., Weaver et al., 2012; Weaver, Wilson &
Langendyk, 2014). The moral predicaments of House, M.D., Dexter or The Sopranos
are, for example, a potentially effective tool of broaching relevant dilemmas
respectively with medical students (cf. Wicclair, 2008), in prison or police
academies, or with (developmental) psychology- and/or law students. When it
concerns overarching life predicaments of young people, Gossip Girl can be
incorporated in high school education program (“love literacy”) when the first
(painful) experiences as a love partner arise. For recommendations for implementing
these drama series in education, see chapter 3 and 4 of this dissertation.
It is our hope that this theoretical framework will prove useful in future
research that endeavors to further disentangle the complexities of morally
ambivalent media drama and other media forms as a moral laboratory wherein
viewers come to terms with dilemmas of life via moral evaluation, the uses and
conditions of moral rumination, and the appreciation and enjoyment of MACs.
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CHAPTER 2

Abstract
According to Zillmann (2000) viewers function as “untiring moral monitors”;
relentlessly coming to moral judgments about the actions and motives of
protagonists and antagonists. How does this moral monitoring apply to morally
ambiguous crime TV drama that features unlawful protagonists? The current
exploratory study is based on qualitative interviews (N = 3 x 20) that aimed to
provide insight in the grounds of moral evaluations of three selected episodes
of mobster drama series The Sopranos. Viewers of three distinctive moral subcultures (i.e., prisoners, law enforcement agents, and civilians) were interviewed.
The results revealed that the majority of prisoners and law enforcement agents
grounded their moral evaluations mostly in their professional opinions and
experiences, and came to fairly strict, yet different moral evaluations. In contrast,
most of the civilians had a more “lenient” association with narratives and
characters. Civilians generally based their evaluations on the morally ambiguous
story world, and therefore showcased more nuances in their moral judgments.
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Introduction
American premium television networks, such as HBO, Netflix and AMC, have
become increasingly popular, partially because they are pushing the traditional
barriers of television series’ content and form (Willis, 2004). These cable networks
are lauded for featuring original programming, such as The Sopranos, The Wire,
House of Cards, and True Detective. These shows are characterized as challenging
for the viewer, with a patient style of storytelling that revels in loose ends and
morally complex characters (The Economist, 2011). These new shows – and crime
shows in particular – are full of violations of moral standards. As a result, in
both public and academic debates the view is advocated that moral violations,
such as the use of violence, stimulate – if not cause – immoral behavior in society
(e.g., Haridakis, 2002; Comstock & Scharrer, 2003). Conversely, studies based on
a Durkheimian functional perspective have argued that norm violations in the
media are not a threat to moral values; as long as those violations are condemned
in an unambiguous manner, they actually function to uphold the moral order
(Klapper, 1960; Grabe, 1999, 2002; Krijnen & Costera-Meijer, 2005; Reijnders,
2005). Classical police procedurals (e.g., CSI, Criminal Minds), for example, make
clear-cut distinctions between “right” and “wrong” because every violation of
the moral order is rectified by the actions of the hero (Lane, 2001). These types of
crime shows, therefore, function as a contemporary public scaffold where gross
norm violations, such as murder, are publicly denounced, and society’s norms
and values about justice are unmistakably reaffirmed. This straightforward
moral reasoning in the narrative is argued to create moral certainty for viewers
(Lane, 2001).
The last decades have witnessed a growing array of popular crime drama
that articulates much less clear-cut moral messages (Lane, 2001). Particularly,
these new cable network shows are not centered around classic morally good
heroes, but feature anti-heroes or even criminals as (main) characters. These
morally ambiguous characters [MACs] (Daalmans, Hijmans, & Wester, 2016;
Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Shafer & Raney, 2012) often
behave in immoral ways, even though they also have redeeming qualities that
differentiate them from traditional villains (Eden, Grizzard, & Lewis, 2011;
Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011). The Italian-American mobster Tony Soprano, the
protagonist in the American crime drama television series The Sopranos (HBO,
1999-2007), is a notable example of a MAC. As a criminal who commits explicit
and severe moral violations, such as murder, he is at first glance a difficult
character to relate to. Nevertheless, Tony Soprano is not just a hard-hitting
criminal, given that he also suffers from panic attacks, and struggles trying to
balance the conflicting requirements of his criminal organization and his
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beloved family members (Willis, 2004). His inner moral deliberations are
explicitly discussed with his therapist, and more implicitly with other MACs
within the cast. Because the MACs are engaged in multiple, morally complex,
long running and character-driven storylines (Willis, 2004), series such as The
Sopranos continuously articulate a wide variety of compound moral dilemmas
that stay unresolved by the narrative (Dant, 2005). Whereas morality in
traditional police procedurals and crime dramas is often self-evident and
ritualized, morally ambiguous drama lacks this sense of moral certainty (Lane,
2001). Therefore, the continuous discussion in series such as The Sopranos about
values connected to criminality, loyalty and justice, “demands some complex
judgment on the part of the viewer” (Dant, 2005, p. 6).
Given that the narrative of The Sopranos presents moral ambiguity and lack
of moral closure regarding the MACs actions, how do viewers come to “moral
judgments about the action and motives of the protagonists” (i.e., moral evaluation,
Raney, 2005, pp. 351-352)? Raney (2004) questions if viewers’ moral judgments
arise mainly out of the narrative experience– via a notion of closeness with the
narrative, which Bilandzic (2006) termed mediated closeness – or as a result of
viewers’ self-morality. Bilandzic (2006) further explored how viewer characteristics might affect moral evaluations, by emphasizing the viewers’ personal
biographical situation (“experiential closeness”). However, it remains unclear how
moral evaluations about mediated criminality arise when a morally certain frame
of reference is missing, and the stories are narrated from the point of view of
morally ambiguous, even criminal, characters. What role do viewers’ moral
makeup, knowledge, and personal experiences play in their moral evaluations?
To address these questions, the current study aims to map the grounds that play
a role in coming to moral evaluations by different viewer groups of The Sopranos.
To explore the broad possible variety of the grounds for moral evaluations, we
focus on three viewer groups who will most likely come to different moral
evaluations regarding crime and punishment: (1) viewers who have broken the
law (prisoners), (2) viewers who work towards upholding the law (law
enforcement agents), and (3) viewers who are participants in a lawful society
(civilians). In association with text characteristics of The Sopranos, we expect that
prisoners and law enforcement agents share specific real-life knowledge and
real-life experiences with regard to the unlawful setting of the show, while
civilians most probably share lack of these knowledge and experiences.
Additionally, these groups possibly share viewer characteristics, such as patterns
of morality salience and the acceptance and appeal of (mediated) violence,
which guide media preferences (Mastro et al., 2013). Therefore, these groups
may be conceptualized as different morality subcultures (e.g., Tamborini, Weber,
Eden, Bowman, & Grizzard, 2012).
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Theoretical Frame
Earlier research that focused on evaluations of MACs and morally ambiguous
narratives has generally, built on the idea by Zillmann (2000) that viewers of
drama series function as “untiring moral monitors”. Viewers continually judge
what they see on screen, and their ongoing verdicts influence the valence and
intensity of the affective dispositions toward the protagonists (e.g., Eden,
Grizzard, & Lewis, 2011; Janicke & Raney, 2015; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013).
Affective Disposition Theory (ADT: Raney, 2004; 2005; Zillmann, 2000) states
that the enjoyment of a narrative depends on the congruency between a viewer’s
affective disposition toward a character and this character’s outcome within the
narrative. According to Zillmann (2000), this affective disposition toward a
character depends on moral judgments of the character’s actions and motivations
within the narrative.
However, Zillmann (2000) also asserts that moral judgment may vary across
morality subcultures, which share for example different patterns of moral justice
and sanctioning. In this seminal paper Zillmann calls for exploration of these
morality subcultures. This corresponds with the (meta)analysis of reception
data of Michelle (2007), which suggests that viewers engage in different modes
towards actions and motivations in the narrative, and that these modes are, for
example, shaped by viewers’ social group membership. Furthermore, ADT
literature, such as extended ADT (EADT) by Raney (2004) has outlined that
viewers engage differently with morality in the text.
Therefore, in this paper, we illustrate three separate ways of viewers to come
to moral evaluations – via moral reasoning in the narrative, via viewers’ own
experience, knowledge and/or moral makeup, or via the relationship between
both narrative and viewer characteristics – and discuss these three routes firstly
in terms of reception mode theory (Michelle, 2007), and secondly in terms of
ADT and EADT (Raney, 2004; 2005; Zillmann, 2000). The three separate ways
are conceived in terms of a continuum ranging from narratively bound and
largely “subjective” to more distant and supposedly “objective” modes of moral
response towards actions and motives of characters (Michelle, 2007). The various
theoretical notions on those three routes are summarized in Figure 1 (i.e., an
abstract position that grounds moral reasoning in the narrative toward concrete
moral judgments).
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Moral Evaluation Driven by Moral Reasoning in the Text:
Mediated Closeness

A significant proportion of audience reception does not critically deconstruct
what is seen or heard (Michelle, 2007). Viewers may allow themselves to be
completely absorbed and overwhelmed by some media texts: the text provides
the primary resources for its interpretation (transparent mode, Michelle, 2007), and
subsequently viewers might identify with or embrace MACs in the narrative
(McKeown, Thomas, Rhoads & Sundblad, 2015).
If viewers judge every action of a character according to this “subjective”
interpretation of the story, the moral evaluation is primarily guided by the
narrative (instead of, for example, viewers’ own moral makeup). Building on
this degree of subjectivity in moral evaluation, Lee and Shapiro (2014) developed
the intuitive sequence, based on Raney’s (2004) EADT, Haidt’s (2001) intuitionist
model, and the Knobe Effect (Knobe, 2003). This sequence proposes that moral
positions can be primarily intuitive, yet are rationalized, justified, or otherwise
explained after the fact.
In the case of The Sopranos, the (strong) narrative can initially create a
positive affective disposition toward MACs, and subsequent moral evaluations
are based on this initial positive disposition (Raney, 2004). According to Bilandzic
(2006) this specific disposition is the result of mediated closeness (see Figure 1),
and could lead to moral evaluations based on the relevance structures of the
main characters or protagonists (i.e., dilemmas the character is facing and as a
result the explanations for character’s conduct presented by the story). Viewers
find themselves in willing suspension of disbelief, where their own moral beliefs
are temporarily suspended (moral disengagement; Bandura, 1991; Krakowiak &
Tsjay-Vogel, 2013) or altered, in order to be able to enjoy the narrative (Raney
2004). It is likely that if media content offers moral certainty moral evaluations
moral evaluations will be in line with the moral of the story. However, what
happens if the narrative’s protagonist is morally ambiguous and at some point
in the story commits criminal acts?
It has been suggested that even without explicit moral justification for
character actions, often a narrative will provide “clues” toward expected outcomes
for characters (Bandura, 1991; Tamborini, Weber, Eden, Bowman, & Grizzard,
2010). For example, Shafer and Raney (2012) found no difference in character liking
and enjoyment between a movie featuring a morally unambiguous protagonist
versus a movie featuring a morally ambiguous protagonist as the narrative
unfolded. In other words, despite the immoral actions of the antihero, in the end
the story created a positive disposition toward the protagonist (p. 1031).
Moreover, Shafer and Raney (2012) suggested that subsequent viewing of
antihero stories, preeminently the domain of television series, would lead viewers
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to develop knowledge structures or story schemas (see Figure 1) for such narratives
over time. Viewers are likely to develop specific schemas for series narratives
containing MACs, and learn how these narratives are constructed, how cause
relates to effect, and how themes and prototypes in this genre are recycled
(Raney & Janicke, 2013). The MAC schema can initiate viewers’ moral
disengagement, and guide the liking and enjoyment of MACs stories, despite
immoral actions in the narrative (Shafer & Raney, 2012; Raney & Janicke, 2013).
Nevertheless, if clues in the narrative and story schemas of viewers guide
moral evaluation (cf. Tamborini et al., 2010; Shafer and Raney, 2012), it is hard to
imagine that a narrative can completely overrule the moral makeup of viewers
– especially when the moral reasoning in the narrative is characterized by moral
ambiguity and doubt (Sumser, 1996), such as in The Sopranos. What if a main
character is doing wrong things for the right reasons? Raney and Janicke (2013,
p.159) noted that it might be easier for viewers to enter the ambiguous narrative
world of MACs (and understands their moral dilemmas), instead of the world
of morally “polished” traditional type of hero, because MACs offer more morally
complex “surface area” for different groups of viewers to “grip” on to and identify
with. Building on this, the multiple story lines featuring different protagonists
in The Sopranos address even more various moral predicaments over the course
of these narratives, thus offering multiple viewpoints with which viewers may
identify. This poses the question: can the presence of criminal behavior as part
of moral dilemmas overrule the contrasting beliefs, experiences, and knowledge of
different groups of viewers (i.e., law enforcement agents, inmates and civilians)?

Moral Evaluation Driven by Moral Makeup and Experiences:
Experiential Closeness

Although until now we have discussed viewers adopting a transparent mode –
primarily guided by the narrative – receptions framed in discursive mode address
the text’s propositional or “message” content – that is, its ideological connotations
(Michelle, 2007). Once the message is identified, viewers express their position
in response to that message. In contrast to intuitive sequence, this is a rationalist
sequence (Lee & Shapiro, 2014) based on earlier theories of morality, such as
Kohlberg’s (1969) stage theory and ADT of Zillmann (2000), which consider moral
evaluation as a predominantly rational or evaluative process. This assumes that
viewers judge every action according to their own moral makeup, and the outcome
of moral evaluations is based on a possible fit or misfit between actions of characters
and the moral standards of the viewer. Specifically, rationalist moral reasoning
logic argues that perceived intentionality of a behavior is primary to forming
moral judgments and affective disposition (cf. Lee & Shapiro, 2014). Viewer groups
might, for example, have a specific moral makeup that relates to (or conflicts with)
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the experience, perception, and moral framework of the MACs of The Sopranos.
The moral evaluation is then primarily guided by, first, the viewer’s moral
makeup, and/or, second, the viewers’ past experiences (see Figure 1).
Moral makeup is a result of and mediated by someone’s experiences and
(cultural) surrounding (Schutz, 1962), and is partly based on group or community
norms and the social and ideological positions a person adheres to (Tamborini,
Eden, Bowman, Grizzard & Lachlan, 2012; Schutz, 1962). As Zillmann (2000)
asserts, great variance exists between individuals with regard to this basal
morality, and therefore we assume that judgments of the justice presentations
will possibly vary greatly between different moral subcultures, such as prisoners,
law enforcement agents, and civilians.
Moreover, we assume that a specific moral makeup can be rooted in past
experiences. Considering personal experiences, involvement with the content
may be based on experiential closeness (Bilandzic, 2006), rather than mediated
closeness. Experiential closeness focuses on the personal experiences and
knowledge that comes into play when evaluating a television program. In this
context, we presuppose that differences in personal context (in this case prisoners,
law enforcement agents and civilians) will create differences in experiential
closeness towards morally ambiguous drama that focuses on criminal protagonists
as well, resulting in different routes towards viewers’ moral evaluation.
When viewers can connect the narrative with personal experiences and
expertise, this is then thought to lead to more transportation (or the opposite)
and, therefore, more (or less) enjoyment and perceived realism (Bilandzic, 2006;
Bussele & Bilandzic, 2008). In the case of experiential closeness the narrative
activates relevance structures that the viewer already has, and cues moral
evaluations based on a comparison of one’s own beliefs and norms and the belief
structure in the text. Therefore, it may be that viewers with explicit experience
with particular narrative themes in The Sopranos (such as criminality) will
evaluate morality differently than viewers with no such experience, especially
when criminality is presented with high realism.

Moral Evaluations Driven by Interplay of Moral Reasoning
and Viewer Characteristics

So far we have pointed out the possibilities of moral evaluations and judgments
being cued by either narrative or viewer characteristics, as two separate routes.
However, it might also be the case that moral judgments and evaluations arise
because of interplay of these narrative and viewer characteristics. In this form of
interplay, the life experiences of the viewer including his or her moral make up
as well as the power of a specific story to transport viewers to the narrative
world will meet in a specific reading of the text. Interpretation of a narrative is
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namely derived from the intersection of the social situation of the reader with
the social forces structured into the content (Fiske, 1987). According to Michelle
(2007), viewers in referential mode perceive the text as standing alongside the real
world, and make comparisons and analogies between that depicted reality and
their own knowledge and experiences of the “real” world. Applying this mode to
viewers’ moral evaluations, moral judgments are then not rooted in either mediated
closeness or moral makeup and experience, but in a combination of both.
We assume that viewers will to a greater or lesser extent enter into the way
of thinking of the protagonist (Cohen, 2001). The presentation of justice in The
Sopranos can be seen as an ambiguous statement about what is counted as fair
and appropriate retribution. Morally ambiguous TV-shows convey an uncertain
sense of justice to the audience, which demands some complex judgment, for
example, taking into account the often unclear or unresolved consequences for
other characters (Dant, 2005).
In addition to Bilandzic’s (2006) distinction between mediated and experiential
closeness, Van Ommen, Daalmans, and Weijers (2014) specified “indirect” experiential
closeness, whereby viewers have the willingness to put themselves in a protagonist’s
position. Viewers’ responses might be guided by internal questions, such as:
What would I do if I were the protagonist in this particular situation, or what if
I were confronted with this type of problem or dilemma? The moral evaluation
in this case is a result of the negotiation of the moral makeup of the viewer with
the moral dilemmas presented in the narrative.

Research Questions

Because the narratives in The Sopranos are morally ambiguous, we assume that
there will be differences in moral evaluations by different groups of viewers as a
result of their distinctive viewer characteristics, such as moral makeup, real-life
knowledge and experiences with regard to the unlawful setting of The Sopranos.
The broad range of possible theoretical routes towards moral evaluations, as
outlined in this theoretical frame and summarized in Figure 1, leads us to the
following research questions:
RQ1: How does the ambiguous moral reasoning of The Sopranos affect moral
evaluations by prisoners, law enforcement agents and civilians, for example
in the case of experienced mediated closeness or applied story schemas,
which can be activated by the narrative?
RQ2: How do viewer characteristics, such as moral makeup, knowledge, and
experiences play a role, conceivably as a result of the experienced type of
closeness?
RQ3: How does interplay of both, such as experienced indirect experiential
closeness play a role?
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Method
Overview

Because we were concerned with exploring how viewers of different moral
subcultures (prisoners, law enforcement agents, civilians) come to their moral
evaluations of morally ambiguous drama series, our study was based on qualitative
content analysis and semi-structured in-depth interviews. Inductive thinking is
therefore paramount, which means that moral evaluations are explored in order
to find empirical patterns in the grounds, which can contribute to theoretical
knowledge and practical use (Mason, 2002). The purpose of this type of research
is to describe and understand moral evaluations in terms of the meaning viewers
bring to them or derive from them (Patton, 2002). In other words, this qualitative
study aimed to produce a well-rounded and contextual insight and understanding
of how (parts of) moral evaluations are experienced, interpreted and produced
based on rich, descriptive and detailed data (Mason, 2002).
The research questions were studied through flexible methods enabling
contact with viewers of morally ambiguous series to an extent that is necessary
to grasp what is going on in the field (Mason, 2002; Patton, 2002). It involved a
cyclic process in which the data gathering and analysis alternated, and were
guided by continuous reflection and interpretation through the identification
and coding of themes and categories of grounds for moral evaluations (Patton,
2002).

Materials

Because The Sopranos is characterized by episodes with multiple storylines and
encompasses a variety of moral dilemmas and moral domains (business, family,
law), three distinct episodes were sampled, entitled “From Where to Eternity”
(S02E22), “Full Leather Jacket” (S02E21) and “Irregular Around the Margins”
(S05E05). The episodes address various moral domains and feature multiple
protagonists. These episodes were screened for the respondents before the
interview took place, and were chosen as a good example of the moral uncertainty
that is typical for the show. Lines between perpetrators and victims are intensely
blurred, and blood ties and mafia family ties constantly fuel the conflict. In
“From Where to Eternity”, and “Full Leather Jacket” the main characters face
different situations in which they deal with their Catholic values and qualms of
conscience regarding the victims they have made while being part of the mafia
family. In “Irregular Around the Margins” a family member called Adriana
falls victim to domestic abuse when Christopher (Tony Soprano’s nephew and
designated successor) suspects that she is cheating with Tony. Subsequently,
Christopher tries to shoot Tony, who cannot let this slight pass.
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Three of the authors conducted a qualitative content analysis on the episodes.
They agreed upon the most important part of the narrative analysis: the manifest
and latent goals and motives of the main characters, the moral dilemmas they
face on a concrete level and the value conflicts that underlie these predicaments
of the main characters in the narrative (cf. van Ommen, Daalmans & Weijers,
2014). The analysis confirmed that they all faced moral predicaments about
moral topics, such as conflicts over morality versus the law, honor versus loyalty,
family versus business and (primal) justice versus civilization. Furthermore,
the analysis showed that the narratives did not articulate a final moral closure
(i.e., remained morally ambiguous).

Interview Guide

The results of the analysis potential topics of discussion as well as the theoretical
assumptions about moral evaluations on either moral reasoning, viewer characteristics or both, formed the input for the interview guide for the qualitative
in-depth interviews (see for example Evers & de Boer, 2012). The semi-structured
interview contained fixed topics and partly fixed follow-up topics (moral
reasoning, viewer characteristics, interplay of both), which were not rigidly
enforced. Moreover, we applied methodic triangulation by approaching moral
evaluations via three different angles: After the screening, the respondents were
asked to describe a character they strongly liked or disliked, then to reproduce
the different storylines in their own words, implicitly inciting moral opinions,
and finally they were guided to talk about specific scenes in which the character
takes explicit moral standpoints (“Which character/storyline/scene is the most/
least appealing to you?”; “What goes through your mind when you watch this
character/storyline/scene?” or “Could you describe the character/storyline/
scene in your own words?” and “Why is the character/storyline/scene [not]
appealing to you?”). These initial questions functioned as a starting point for
probing tactics to challenge the respondent to come up with more detailed moral
evaluations. A selection of visuals (stills) from the screened episode, based on
the content analysis, capturing the various characters and scenes were used as
stimuli to help the respondents recall the narrative and get the interview started.
These visuals were also implemented as a method of recall.

Participants

Our sample of prisoners, law enforcement agents, and civilians is classified as a
purposeful sample (Patton, 2002), and our goal was to analyze and compare as
many different types of respondents as possible in order to reach saturation of
our main concepts. As outlined earlier, the sampling of different groups of
participants is based on the assumption that moral evaluations are partly based
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on differences in community moral makeup, knowledge and/or personal or
professional experiences (Tamborini et al., 2012) in relationship to the criminal
moral makeup and experiences of the MACs and the represented situations in
The Sopranos.
Sixty in-depth interviews were conducted with the three distinctive viewer
groups (N = 3 x 20). For an overview of the background characteristics (sex,
familiarity with the show) see Table 1. The first round of interviews was
conducted with Dutch prisoners (n = 20). The management of the penitentiary
assigned the prisoners. We did not ask them about their criminal background
for ethical reasons and to prevent invalid data. Even though prisoners most
probably differed with respect to their degree of criminal history and
involvement, this sample was based on the motivation that their potential
distinctive frame of reference and relevance structures (as part of a criminal
moral subculture) would match the moral reasoning and relevance structures in
The Sopranos to a certain degree. After reaching saturation and analyzing the
first round of interviews, the next group of interviewees consisted of civilians,
based on the assumption that their moral evaluations would starkly differ from
the prisoners (n = 20; with socio-demographic characteristics as similar as
possible to the prisoners). In a last round of interviews law-enforcement agents
(n = 20) were interviewed, based on the assumption that their evaluations would
form a stark contrast with both the prisoners as well as the civilians.

Table 1 General characteristics of respondents
Prisoners

Law Enforcement Agents

Civilians

Sex: /

18/2

13/7

10/10

Familiar with show: Y/N

13/7

6/14

10/10

20

20

20

N

Quality Measures: Validity and Reliability

We used several techniques to secure the (internal) validity and reliability of the
study. Half of the interviews (n = 30) were conducted by the primary researchers;
the other half (n = 30) by students who were trained as part of a research seminar
in qualitative interviewing of moral evaluations. The interviewers received 9
hours of interview training, in which they familiarized themselves with the
moral predicaments in the episodes of The Sopranos, the interview guide and
practiced conducting in-depth interviews. In this context the internal validity as
well as the reliability of the study was secured by constant discussion among
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the interviewers, enabling peer debriefing (Patton, 2002). The setup of this study
also enabled researcher triangulation, because the use of several interviewers
canceled out their biases, and the involvement of several researchers in the
analysis of the data can compensate for single-researcher bias (Denzin, 1989).
The internal validity was also secured by member checks: during and after the
interviews and the data analysis the researchers reported back to the participants
to provoke critical response (Patton 2002). This process strengthened the accuracy,
fairness, and validity of the data.

Analyses

In-depth interviews were held in Dutch, audiotaped and transcribed verbatim
and analyzed using the qualitative data analysis program MaxQDA. The transcripts
formed the basis for the analysis. The analysis was grounded in two distinct
phases, the exploration phase and the specification phase (Patton, 2002). In the
exploration phase the researchers stuck closely to the data by open or initial
coding. This phase was used to formulate as many codes that could be relevant
in view of grounds for moral evaluations (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In the
subsequent specification phase, axial or focused coding was used to further
specify the concepts and categories in relation to the central questions and
related topics, such as moral evaluations driven by moral reasoning, viewer
characteristics and interplay of both. Thus, the codes and categories were
ordered in a way that would describe the aspects that are relevant to the research
questions (Patton, 2002). This phase resulted in three specific models that
demonstrate the variation in grounds for moral evaluation over different viewer
groups (i.e., prisoners, law-enforcement agents, and civilians).

Results
In answering our research questions we explain the main routes towards moral
evaluation per group of viewers; respectively prisoners, law enforcement agents
and civilians. Moreover, these main routes per different viewer group are
summarized in conceptual models (Figure 2, Figure 3, and Figure 4), which specify
and deepen the model outlined in the theoretical framework (Figure 1).

Prisoners

Overall, moral evaluations by prisoners were mostly grounded in their own
strict moral principles, and therefore came to very strict moral judgments
about the actions and motivations of the MACs in The Sopranos (see Figure 2).
This grounding occurred in “professional” (e.g., criminal) situations, such as
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negotiating about appropriation of profit or “snitching”. However, this strictness
and adherence to moral principle was also present when it concerned “non-
professional” matters. For example, “devotion to your inner circle” included not
having affairs.
Moral evaluations grounded in prisoners’ stringent normative frame.
The prisoners presumably had real-life experience with criminal life, and were
therefore expected to experience experiential closeness, compared to viewers
that lacked a personal connection with criminality (i.e., civilians). However, the
analysis revealed that personal experiences created tremendous distance
towards the story, and instead of the expected experiential closeness: 14 out of
20 prisoners demonstrated experiential “distance” (see Figure 2). This distance
towards the narrative limited prisoners’ transportation into the narrative. Their
moral evaluations were mostly grounded in their own personal opinions and
experiences, instead of being involved in the morally ambiguous reasoning in
the narrative.
The moral evaluations by the prisoners were, above all, grounded in their
own specific moral makeup. Surprisingly, the MACs and the complex moral
dilemmas of the MACs in The Sopranos were judged from a fairly rigid vantage
point based on stringent moral principles. Characteristics of the narrative that
might nuance individual moral attitudes played a very limited role in the
formulation of moral evaluations for this specific group of viewers. Due to their
adherence to strict moral principles, the morally ambiguous narratives of The
Sopranos were transformed by prisoners into moral evaluations of either moral
“transgressions” or morally “just” behavior. The line between good and evil was
well defined. Even though this line may not correspond with the lines established
by the law, prisoners unquestioningly judged the MACs according to these
criminal “laws”. In coming to moral judgments, prisoners imposed the moral
certainty of their criminal laws on the actions and motivations of MACs in
The Sopranos.
The most important moral principle that was formulated in this regard is
devotion (18 out of 20 prisoners); in other words total dedication and loyalty to
in-group members, such as members of their organization or family (see route
“devotion to the in-group” in Figure 2). When someone is disloyal towards this
select group, the group sanctions this as betrayal.
“I: You understand where Tony is coming from?
R1: Yes, of course. Terminate that person [Matthew Bevilaqua, member of the
mob family who tried to kill Tony’s nephew and protégé Christopher] as
quickly as possible. You should never leave the family. The FBI is an enemy, not a
friend. If I am perfectly honest: in my organization there are also snitches. But they
have already been released [from prison]. They are regretting their actions by now.
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I will not hurt them now, but they know they are never truly safe. They will be
looking over their shoulder for the rest of their lives. A traitor has to go, at least that’s
what I think.
I: So you understand Tony’s actions when he finds out …[and kills him]
R1: Yes, absolutely”
(Inmate, male, 28 years, not familiar with the show).
The context or mitigating factors of that (fictional) betrayal seems to be utterly
irrelevant for this group of viewers.
R2: I really did not notice that Pussy character. Although he and Tony went to grab
a beer together. And he was in the car with the FBI. And that is inexcusable. That is
betrayal.
I: And how do you feel about that betrayal?
R2: That is something I don’t have words for. It is inexcusable.
(Inmate, male, 21 years, familiar with the show)
These respondents both argued that for this specific moral transgression
(disloyalty, betrayal of the group), there is no room for empathy or compassion
for the character. The respondents maintained this disposition, based on
personal principles, despite the fact that the narrative provides mitigating
circumstances for both Bevilaqua’s and Pussy’s behavior and betrayal.
Furthermore, Respondent 1 illustrated the value of loyalty to the in-group with
personal, negative experiences. The rigid importance of dedication and loyalty
is dictated by similar interests and functionally important to maintain a position
within the criminal world. Despite the fact that “professional” moral opinions
are most important in the moral evaluations by prisoners, real life experiences
were clearly strongly intertwined with those opinions.
Devotion to the group is a form of “professional” moral cohesion and
togetherness that structures the strictness and necessity of group commitment.
Nevertheless, in moral evaluations of non-professional mediated situations,
such as storylines on relationships and family, prisoners still underpinned and
supported their moral judgments with the same stringent belief of devotion. The
favorite character of this respondent (Inmate, male, 23 years, familiar with and fan of
the show) is Tony Soprano. Nonetheless, the respondent firmly condemned
Tony’s escapades with his mistress, simply because you cannot cheat and it is
disloyal to your partner.
I: Yes…. And what do you think cause this distance [Carmela’s is distant towards
Tony]
R: Well, because they disagreed with each other. I think the sterilization and that she
assumes that he is constantly cheating. Which is actually true.
I: And how do you feel about Tony’s cheating?
R: If someone cheats you should leave them immediately. That’s how I feel. Yes, I truly
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find that abhorrent (…) You are disloyal towards your partner. I do not condone that
behavior at all.

Law Enforcement Agents

Overall, the moral evaluations by law enforcement agents were mostly grounded
in their own strict moral principles. This was surprisingly similar to the
evaluation process of the prisoner group. The law enforcement group came to
just as strict moral judgments about the actions and motivations of the MACs
in The Sopranos. Nevertheless, these strict moral judgments only applied to the
professional context of the law (i.e., unlawful situations such as drug smuggling
and blackmail). Moral evaluations of The Sopranos’ storylines on, for example,
love, family, or the upbringing of children were generally not rooted in the
strictness of moral principles of the viewer, but were mostly driven by the moral
ambiguity of the narrative and the complex moral dilemmas of The Sopranos’
MACs. These two main routes toward moral evaluations, grounded in respectively
law enforcement agents’ stringent normative frame and the moral dilemmas of
MACs, are summarized in Figure 3.
Moral evaluations grounded in law enforcement agents’ stringent normative
frame. It is striking that the law enforcement agents – similar to prisoners –
showcased an intense distance from the narrative when it came to violations of
the law. The law enforcement agents also enacted a professional point of view:
Their professional opinions, generally illustrated by professional experiences,
were paramount in creating this experiential distance towards the story, and the
subsequent moral evaluations of the narrative. The behavior of the characters
was evaluated from a very rigid moral vantage point too, resulting in evaluations
of characters that showcase little nuance or duality.
However, the law enforcement agents differed tremendously from the
prisoners in the nature of the specific moral opinions that grounded their moral
evaluations. They grounded their moral evaluations in reasoning from the point
of view of their profession in the law enforcement community, with the law as
their ultimate guideline (19 out of 20 law enforcement respondents).
Moral justness thus perfectly corresponded with the law for this group of
viewers (see route “law” in Figure 3). Stating laws and procedures substantiated
a strong disavowal of criminal acts in the mobster organization of The Sopranos,
which prevents empathy or identification with the characters. They often
referred to an (external) judicial power, but the law has been internalized by
these viewers and has become intricately connected with the concept of justice
and legality. For example, one respondent argued:
“Yes, I think I am too honest (..) I think it is very exaggerated. Scaring each other to
get things done. Constantly visiting each other. And the illegal sex club … I don’t
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like to watch it. The extortion and all that. You just don’t do that. Period.”
(Police agent, male, 29 years, not familiar with the show)
As previously mentioned, these professional opinions and attitudes were
paramount grounds for the moral evaluations of the characters and their actions
for both prisoners as law enforcement agents. Moreover, these opinions were
also mostly the result of and are illustrated by personal experiences in the
professional field of law enforcement (20 out of 20 respondents, see route “direct
experiential distance” in Figure 3). Law enforcement agents felt that the law is
an ideal that perfectly corresponds with justice, however the fact that they also
recognized and pointed out that this ideal cannot always be upheld in reality
can be seen as a variation in this moral category.
A quote by a respondent (police agent, male, 51 years, familiar with the show)
may further illustrate the presence of these variations. The grounds for the
respondent’s moral evaluation of the character Adriana (who is forced by a FBI
agent to become an informant because she is caught doing drugs) is partly
rooted in the respondent’s professional opinions about how a deal between the
FBI and a criminal should be constituted, that is, he evaluated it as an unfair deal.
As a result, in his moral evaluation the respondent chose the side of the unlawful
criminal instead of the agent who is upholding the law – yet in an unfair way:
“It is a bad and unfair deal (…) Because if the mob family realizes she is snitching, it
will mean her death. And if she is caught using coke, in America the sentences are
much harsher than ours [The Netherlands]. If she had to choose between doing a
year of jail time or constantly fearing for her life. I would think that she would choose
jail time.”
Moral evaluations of law enforcement agents grounded in moral dilemmas
of MACs. Conversely, with regard to non-professional storylines (for example
storylines on family, the romantic relationships, and the upbringing of children),
the law was not a ground for coming to moral judgments about actions and
motivations in The Sopranos for the interviewed law enforcement agents.
Interestingly, the respondents mainly grounded their moral evaluations of these
narrative situations in the complex moral dilemmas of the MACs in the morally
ambiguous story (see route “primacy story” in Figure 3). When storylines were
related to this private domain, the morally complex point of view of MACs were
understood, and affective dispositions towards these characters were created
and discussed. In this case, the law enforcement agents exposed more nuanced
moral positions regarding the morally ambiguous story, than in the case of
storylines about organized criminal activities.
A respondent (Police agent, female, 29 years, not familiar with the show) even
related to the complex moral predicament of the character Adriana, who is a
victim of the physical abuse by her boyfriend Christopher. Even though
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Christopher’s acts are unlawful, the respondent based her nuanced moral
judgments on Adriana’s point of view (i.e., Christopher hitting her symbolizes
his love), instead of relying on the principles of the law:
“I understand why she is hesitant [in leaving Christopher]. Because she knows,
that Christopher is deeply in love with her, and in his frustration he hits her. (…)
So I feel that she is actually pleased with his enraged response. That she takes the
beating as a token of his devotion to her”.

Civilians

Overall, civilians revealed more nuanced moral positions regarding the moral
ambiguity of the storylines than prisoners and law enforcement agents (see
Figure 4). This group of viewers showed a greater variance in the grounds for
moral evaluations; or more specifically, a greater variance in affective dispositions
regarding the characters in the story – similar to the character-based moral
evaluations of stories on family, love, and upbringing of children by law
enforcement agents. Secondly, even though civilians’ personal experiences at
first glance showed little to no parallels to the actions dramatized in The Sopranos,
indirect experiential closeness was a common point of departure for moral
evaluations by civilians. Finally, the respondents who were familiar with The
Sopranos used story schemas to come to moral judgments on actions and
motivations of the MACs.
Moral evaluations by civilians grounded in moral ambiguity of the story.
For civilian viewers who viewed an episode of The Sopranos, and were unfamiliar
with the show, personal moral opinions played an important role in moral
evaluations; however, the narrative was seen as a “moral laboratory” for these
viewers (see route “mediated closeness” in Figure 4). In this morally ambiguous
and complex laboratory personal moral opinions can be tested or contrasted
with mitigating circumstances articulated by the narrative. Typical for these
viewers were moral evaluations that have an “on the one hand - on the other
hand” disposition, or the response: “Bottom line, it would still be Tony,” when
asked to which character they could most relate (15 out of 20 respondents). This
illustrates that a character might be dramatically appealing, even after seeing
just one episode, even if the behavior of that character did not correspond with
the viewers’ personal moral opinions.
Some viewers, mainly those who were familiar with the show, even temporarily
disposed of their personal opinions when coming to morally evaluate characters
and their behavior in The Sopranos. A respondent (Male, 25 years, student, familiar
with the show) experienced Moral Disengagement when it came to the infidelity
of his favorite character (Tony), and the viewer excused his behavior by claiming
that Tony has only one mistress instead of multiple, like other mobsters. While
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recreating his moral evaluation the respondent realized that his reasoning does
not correspond with his personal opinions in real life:
R: “He [Tony] has their best interests at heart, but he has to make concessions for the
life he leads. That is what you see when he is at the strip club. There are a lot of naked
women there. But he doesn’t do anything with them. It doesn’t really interest him.
He’s purely there for business. You rarely see him with a mistress. Well, he has them
but only one [Respondent laughs … pauses and contemplates]. This is so
strange and unlike me, what I am saying here…”
Moral evaluations by civilians grounded indirect experiential closeness.
The expectation was that the viewers, whose personal experiences show little to
no parallels to the actions dramatized in The Sopranos, would experience more
mediated closeness, and therefore would ground their moral evaluations in
affective dispositions. Surprisingly, in addition to mediated closeness, indirect
experiential closeness also played an important role in coming to moral
judgments for this specific group of viewers (see route “indirect experiential
closeness” in Figure 4). Rather than creating “distance”, some respondents
demonstrated a willingness to place themselves in the story world, which led to
nuanced and ambiguous moral judgments about the convicted murders in The
Sopranos and being a victim of abuse:
“Now everyone would say: “ I could and would never kill a man.” But then let’s
think about war. I think if someone is using the gun, and I would be standing there
with the gun and they would threaten my family... Or I am threatened. It would be
just to do. I cannot say I would never do it. No, I don’t think so.”
(Female, 49 years, housewife, not familiar with the show)
I: You say Adriana has to choose between her life with Christopher, and the mob
family as a whole. How do you feel about her having to face such a choice?
R: Uhm… well that is a good question (laughs)…How do I feel about that choice …
I think it would be terribly difficult to be in that situation, because on the one hand
you want a quiet normal life with your guy, without the mob entanglements and the
dealing… but on the other hand this family is something that you have come to
embrace and even love, which makes the choice extremely difficult. I think that is
what the dilemma is for her, at first she thought ‘I need to get my guy and get away
from this world’ and then she realizes that she had come to value the people in that
world. And that actually she wants to stay in it, I think. At least: that is something
that I would imagine and can understand.
(Female, 22 years old, student, familiar with the show)
Moral evaluations grounded in story schemas of The Sopranos. The power
of the narrative structure, and how it temporarily allows for civilians’ to push
personal opinions into the background, can also be illustrated by the use of
story schemas that are developed by respondents familiar with the show over
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multiple episodes and/or seasons. A respondent (Male, 22 years, familiar with the
show) who works as superintendent completely grounded his moral reasoning
within the narrative structure of the show. More specifically his response
resembled the mob members’ point of view in the narrative. His moral evaluation
was purely based on the strict “rules” from within the criminal organization of
The Sopranos (see route “laws of The Sopranos” in Figure 4), instead of his own set
of beliefs.
“Well, that character [a snitch] is unappealing to me because he talks to the FBI.
Because if you are part of the Sopranos, well then that is just not done (…) It is pure.
Because you decide as a group, we will never ever involve the police, we will not talk
to them ever. That’s mafia culture.”
Another story schema that is commonly used by civilians familiar with The Sopranos
is a cognitive structure of specific character traits and actions from the past or
future of the character within the story world of The Sopranos (see route “prototypes
of main characters” in Figure 4). The well-rounded complex “prototypes” of
characters, instead of simple mobster stereotypes (Sanders, 2010), are developed
over time and are used to validate the moral evaluation of said character.
The following quote (male, 25 years, student, familiar with the show) illustrates
that the character Paulie is not seen as a stereotypical mobster, and it refers to
cognitive relevance structures that reveal more (moral) dimensions of the character,
detail and nuance that viewers unfamiliar with the show did not exhibit:
“Yes, that’s typically Paulie (…) He is always reliable, just like Silvio. And they are
funny. These are the characters you learn to trust from the beginning. They are loyal
to Tony. They have their business in order. They rarely cause problems (…) It’s the
secondary characters that cause problems. They would want to solve a problem with
a murder, or something like that. Which makes me think: Is that really necessary?
But they [Paulie and Silvio] go to Tony. They explain the situation at hand. They
will never betray him (…) And that is a nice and reassuring thought.”
It seems that with familiarity and a more substantial viewing experience viewers
create a prototype for Paulie, and subsequently Paulie’s behavior is characterized
as typical for this characters and evaluated as such. The willingness of the
civilian to (eventually) create a complex and ambiguous prototype (as a mechanism
to disengage from their own moral values and opinions) seems to root in his or
her need for enjoyment.
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Discussion
Popular existential crime drama, like The Sopranos, offers the viewer no moral
certainty, because as a series it continuously and endlessly showcases moral
ambiguity within and between MACs (Lane, 2001; Sumser, 1996). This insight
led us to the central questions addressed in this exploratory study: How does
the ambiguous moral reasoning of selected episodes of The Sopranos play a role
moral evaluations by prisoners, law enforcement agents and civilians, for
example in the case of experienced mediated closeness or applied story schemas?
How do viewer characteristics, such as moral makeup or experienced direct
experiential closeness play a role? How does interplay of both, such as experienced
indirect experiential closeness play a role? The results revealed that the extent to
which a morally ambiguous story is interpreted as morally uncertain is in the
eye of the beholder, and may suggest shared moral decision making processes
among the majority within the interviewed viewer groups. The general tendency
seems to be that viewers belonging to a specific moral subculture devoted to
criminality or law (prisoners and law enforcement agents) experienced less
(if any) transparent mode and mediated closeness towards the story than
respondents without this personal connection (civilians). Moral evaluations by
the prisoners and law enforcement agents seem to be grounded in stringent
“professional” principles, illustrated by “professional” experiences. These moral
principles, even though their moral subculture and standards may be intensely
different, were rigidly upheld in both viewer groups in their moral evaluations.
Those opinions were both grounded in their own specific moral makeup, and were
an important factor in creating a certain moral distance regarding the morally
ambiguous story.
However, what mostly varies between the inmate group and the law enforcement
group of viewers is the nature of the opinions. Moral justice for prisoners is
intricately tied up with dedication to their in-group. For law enforcement agents,
what is morally just is what the law dictates it to be, and for prisoners what is
morally just has almost nothing to do with the law. In general, both prisoners
and law enforcers evaluate the show based on their subcultural “laws”, except
prisoners enforce them much more rigidly – and ironically more moralistically
–, and in a broader spectrum of narrative situations.
These results provide support for the notion that prisoners, law enforcement
agents and civilians indeed employ different conceptions of justice and differ in
their appeal and acceptance of moral violations, which they then use to ground
their moral evaluations of different narratives (Tamborini et al., 2012; Zillman,
2000). This then prompts the question: are the moral evaluations regarding the
actions and motives of the MACs for prisoners and law enforcement agents a
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result of their distinct and pronounced sense of norms and values? Or can these
results be traced to an interaction between narrative and viewer characteristics,
for example because they showcased more direct experiential distance?
The experiential distance we found in the current study strongly activates
professional moral opinions, which might prevent affective evaluations of the
characters that might provide nuance in the evaluation based on empathy and
identification (cf. Bilandzic, 2006; van Ommen, Daalmans, & Weijers, 2014).
For civilians, personal opinions and personal experiences did play a role in
their moral evaluation, but as part of the moral laboratory that the story
provided. The grounds for moral evaluations by civilian viewers had a more
“lenient” relationship with the morally ambiguous narrative and characters and
showcased more nuance and moral deliberation than the moral evaluations by
prisoners or law enforcement agents. It also revealed a distinct difference between
the moral evaluations of those who were and were not familiar with the show.
In the moral evaluations by viewers familiar with the show, the moral contrasts
in the message and the power of the narrative structure are important factors.
Due to the serial aspect of the show, viewers familiar with the show seem have
committed themselves to the main characters, which resulted in moral
evaluations by these viewers based on the “laws” of the fictional world of
The Sopranos, or moral evaluations based on the morally complex prototypes that
they have created of the main MACs (“That’s typically Tony”) (cf. Sanders, 2010).
These cognitive relevance structures reveal more moral dimensions, dualities
and nuance than the general mafia stereotypes or stereotypical mob rules
(Sanders, 2010). Personal opinions are temporarily displaced, and the viewer is
surprisingly more forgiving of the criminal behavior of the (main) characters.
These results are in line with what Raney (2004) argued - that viewers bend the
rules of what is morally acceptable in their eyes to forgive a liked character’s
moral missteps, because the viewer wants to continue liking the character.
In the case of a liked character’s moral missteps, “we trade our lens of moral
scrutiny for one of partiality and favoritism” (Raney, 2004, p. 363). The results
also provide some evidence for the idea posited by Shafer and Raney (2012), that
subsequent viewing of narratives with criminal protagonists will guide moral
evaluation of ambiguous stories in favor of the (morally ambiguous) protagonist.
Nevertheless, direct experience with the fictional world in this case prohibits
experiential closeness (and liking of MACs), and results in a surprising experiential
“distance” mode towards the text.

Limitations and Future Research

The limitations of this study open up interesting avenues for future research.
This study was based on three single episodes of The Sopranos, which might
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prompt a discussion about the external validity of the results in light of the
series as a whole, and other morally ambiguous crime drama. Furthermore, the
use of student interviewers leads to the possibility that differing approaches
were implemented in the interviews. This risk was minimized in this study by
giving the students the same training, working with the same interview guide,
and enacting peer debriefing by having the researchers discuss all the initial
interviews of the students with the students.
Another point of discussion is tied to the differentiations in strictness in
moral judgments, which could be explained by other background characteristics of the viewer groups, such as tolerance for ambiguity, as presented in the
morally ambiguous text. Previous studies have analyzed authoritarianism, a
concept that is strongly associated with rigidity and low tolerance of ambiguity,
as a personality trait supposedly prevalent in policemen or police culture.
Moreover, measures of authoritarianism as personality trait are also found to be
associated with criminality (e.g., Benning, Patrick, Blonigen, Hicks, & Iacono,
2005; Stanley, Wygant & Sellbom, 2013; Waldo & Dinitz, 1967). However, overall
results for tolerance for moral ambiguity for law enforcement agents and
prisoners are scarce, non-present or inconclusive (cf. Balch, 1972; Lefkowitz,
1975; Prenzler, 1997).
Additionally, the variation of moral evaluations between those familiar
with the show and those unfamiliar with the show might be (partially) tied to
other background characteristics of the viewer groups. For example, criminal
involvement and criminal background characteristics are predictors of media
preferences among prisoners (Vandebosch, 2001). The premise that fans of the
show – regardless of their experiences or role in the criminal field – might hold
different moral evaluations regarding MACs or even morally bad characters
was central to recent studies by Janicke and Raney (2015) and Krakowiak and
Tsay-Vogel (2013). Even though we asked the prisoners about their media preferences
and media history, we did not ask them about their criminal background.
Because the prison management assigned the prisoners to us, it was unclear to
what extent their criminal histories and involvement varied and what the
association was between their criminal background and media preferences.
Future research should map these viewer characteristics in depth.
Another avenue for future research could build on the proposition if the
moral evaluations by prisoners and law enforcement agents are always grounded
in the validation of specific norms and values, which are vital to the definition
as well as continuance of their subculture. Is there a differentiation between this
validation of the subcultures rules, if the viewer has spent less time as a member
(i.e., less jail time, less time as agent in law enforcement) or if the viewer is less
actively or directly involved in the criminal field, such as judges and lawyers?
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In view of the recent trend towards long running television series that
feature MACs, the analysis of the grounds for moral evaluations by different
viewer groups should be placed in a broader context. If professional principles
play a role in the moral evaluation of television series The Sopranos, featuring
morally ambiguous protagonists in archetypical “bad guy” or anti-hero roles,
how do different professional viewer groups come to moral judgments about the
actions and motivations of morally ambiguous protagonists in archetypical
hero roles, such as detectives (e.g., Dexter, The Killing), nurses and doctors (House
M.D.; Nurse Jackie), or parents, students and teachers (Rita)?
In summary, this research provides one of the first substantial explorations
of how viewers of varying moral subcultures come to moral evaluations of
popular morally ambiguous (crime) drama featuring MACs (c.f. Van Ommen,
Daalmans & Weijers, 2014). Variations in grounds for moral evaluations can be
explained by the role of moral reasoning of the narrative, viewer characteristics
and interplay of both. Our findings provide paths for further inquiry in the
study of media psychology as we consider viewers’ moral judgments of actions
and motives of MACs and the theoretical implications of the impact of MACs.
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CHAPTER 3

Abstract
Research shows that medical students like to watch the morally ambiguous
medical drama House M.D., but there is some concern about how the unethical
behavior of the main character might eventually affect their professional
behavior. The aim of the current study is to provide insight into the (varying)
moral evaluations of characters actions and motives in the episode “Informed
Consent” (3x03) by medical students at various stages of their degree program
and physicians from different specialties. In order to formulate if and how
medical dramas might be used as a tool in ethics education, thereby bringing
clarity to the discussion over the proposed merit it could have in such a
curriculum. A qualitative study was conducted that included in-depth semistructured interviews (N = 51) among a diverse sample of medical students at
various stages of their degree program and physicians from different specialties.
The results demonstrate a difference in moral evaluations according to the degree
of professional (theoretical and practical) experience, with more experienced
physicians evincing a more nuanced view of the profession and professional
ethics. House M.D. is a potentially effective method of discussing or broaching
bioethical dilemmas with students or physicians.
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Introduction
In a recent study, Czarny et al. (2008) found that Grey’s Anatomy and House M.D.
were among the most watched shows by medical students, and the researchers
voiced their concerns about the effects these shows might have on the young
professionals. Of all the watched shows, most concern was articulated about
House M.D., since the main character, House “repeatedly flouts ethical rules and
professional norms as he and his team relentlessly search for the correct
diagnoses of the patient’s symptoms. It is hard to imagine a worse role model
for medical students than House” (Wicclair, 2008, p. 16). These concerns are
seemingly tempered by a recent study by Williams, Re and Ozakinci (2013) since
they concluded that as many students indicated that they did not aspire to be
like House as those who held these aspirations. However, concerns from an
ethical standpoint remain.
Even though House cannot be seen as a positive role model from an ethical
point of view “his disregard for established ethical rules can be used to facilitate
a discussion of the reason for those rules. Such a discussion can facilitate an
understanding of the justification of rules, such as informed consent, confidentiality, truth telling, and respect for autonomy” (Wicclair, 2008, p. 17). Teachers
of medical and nursing students have recently turned to House M.D. and other
popular shows for input in their classes on medical ethics (e.g., Goodman, 2007;
Karimi, 2012; Spike, 2008; White, 2008), seeing the benefit of these audio-visual
materials as teaching aids for their class discussions about professional conduct
and diagnostics.
House M.D. focuses on the brilliant, yet also irreverent, pill-popping and
distrustful doctor named Gregory House and his team of fellow doctors at the
fictional Princeton-Plainsboro Teaching Hospital (Strauman & Goodier, 2011). In
this show House is the unlikely and (mostly) unlikeable hero, and the disease
the villain to be defeated (Strauman & Goodier, 2008; 2011). As House M.D.
highlights in the pilot episode: “Foreman: Isn’t treating patients why we became
doctors? House: No, treating illnesses is why we became doctors, treating patients is
what makes most doctors miserable”. In moral terms, House M.D. seems to couple
the moral certainty of the disease that represents villain, reminiscent of the
whodunit like Sherlock Holmes (Hordijk, 2012; Gonzalez, 2009), with the moral
uncertainty of a morally ambiguous drama (Lane, 2001). The moral uncertainty
surfaces in terms of the professional norm violations House commits while
making his (correct) diagnosis.
In the last few decades, the image of the doctor on television is no longer one
that is romanticized and idealized. House M.D. and other popular shows portray
medicine as a field that is marked by moral ambiguity and uncertainty, and by
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professionals that are flawed and fallible (Chory-Assad & Tamborini, 2001;
Malmsheimer, 1988; Pfau, Mullen & Garrow, 1995; Turow, 1996; Vanderford,
1999). The question that arises is how does the moral uncertainty and lack of
moral closure in these medical dramas affect the moral evaluations of the
students and physicians that watch these shows?
This study will investigate the idea that a visual narrative can provide
insights into the immaterial aspects of a culture (Pauwels, 1996) and aid in the
construction of the ethical frame of reference for medical students and
physicians. It provides a starting-point for the analysis of “moral evaluations of
their [dramatic characters] actions and motives because we tend to differ in the
way that we make moral evaluations, dispositions toward characters should
vary between individual viewer” (Raney, 2004, p. 352) Many articles argue that
visual materials like House M.D. constitute a good way to assess and discuss the
moral evaluations of students as part of their education, but very little research
has been done to support these claims. Moreover, the ever-present moral
ambiguity in House M.D. and lack of moral closure regarding the main character’s
actions leaves the moral evaluation up to the viewers (Vanderford, 1999;
Strauman & Goodier, 2011), making it an even more interesting case to study
from an ethics perspective.

Theoretical Frame
In this study we will analyze how medical students and physicians come to a
moral evaluation about an episode of House M.D. We will discuss the theoretical
frame (as visualized in Figure 1) that takes into consideration textual characteristics,
viewer characteristics, and the possibility of interplay of these two types of
characteristics.

Moral Evaluation Based on Textual Characteristics

Before we can focus on the ways in which viewers can come to a moral evaluation
about the moral dilemmas in House M.D., it is important to first conceptualize
how moral reasoning is captured within the text. Based on the literature,
a differentiation can be made between at least two forms of moral reasoning
(Lane, 2001).
When a program clearly illustrates its moral reasoning and how it arrives at
a certain moral judgment, it creates moral certainty (Lane, 2001; Raney, 2004).
For example, in her article about Jerry Springer Grabe (2002) illustrated that,
despite the clear violations of moral standards, this show leaves no room for
moral uncertainty since transgressions and transgressors are punished; this can
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Figure 1 Theoretical framework of moral evaluation
enable viewers to copy the moral evaluations and moral judgments enclosed in
the text. This certainty is a result of the program’s specific characteristics.
With regard to moral certainty, Lane (2001) created a distinction between
two different types of crime drama, namely the whodunit and the morally
ambiguous drama. The whodunit is very clear about what is good and what is
bad, and creates moral certainty by restoring the moral order by the end of the
narrative. Morally ambiguous drama, in contrast, does not provide clear-cut
moral distinctions and creates moral uncertainty, thereby leaving the moral
judgment up to the viewer.
House M.D. is a medical drama that blurs its own genre-conventions. It is a
medical drama in topic, but structurally it borrows from the whodunit posing a
medical mystery for the protagonist to solve (House and his team have to figure
out what is ailing a patient). The diagnosis is eventually correctly made, and
therefore House M.D. partly articulates moral certainty. However, House M.D.
also features characteristics from morally ambiguous drama, since it does not
provide clear-cut moral distinctions between good and bad actions (creating
moral uncertainty). House always makes the diagnosis, but the means he uses to
get there are often unorthodox and even unethical, stating over and over that
the means always justify the ends (diagnosis). The other doctors in his team
often pose a contrast or foil to his behavior, implicating that what House does is
unethical, inhumane or even unlawful, even if House’s diagnosis is successful.
This results in a narrative that is characterized by uncertainty reminiscent of
morally ambiguous drama.
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This leads us to question what role textual characteristics play for viewers when
it comes to moral evaluations of the medical drama House M.D., a drama that
blurs the moral boundaries of whodunit and morally ambiguous drama by
imbuing storylines with moral certainty as well as moral ambiguity.

Moral Evaluation Based on Viewer Characteristics

When someone watches a drama show a variety of schemas are used to assess if
a character is good or bad (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). A schema is the efficient
organization of prior information about people, events, or situation in clusters of
related facts (Keen, McCoy & Powel, 2012). As such, schemas help us direct our
perceptions about, our understanding and evaluations of certain events of
people (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Rumelhart, 1980). Research has shown that these
schemas are not only used to evaluate real events or people; they are also
accessed when evaluating the television world and its characters (Hoffner &
Cantor, 1991; Rosengren & Windhal, 1972; Rubin & Perse, 1987; Sanders, 2010).
In other words, schemas consist of a predictable pattern that individuals can rely
on when encountering fictional persons in a narrative. In this study, we believe
that schemas might play a role in the expectancies viewers might have of
(fictional) doctors and their behavior and the moral evaluation of the behavior
enacted in House M.D.
Raney (2004) elaborates on the importance of schemas in the evaluation of
television characters, stating that different schemas (i.e., narrative, character,
real life) might be at work in our moral evaluations of characters. In this study
these might be schemas about how (real life) doctors are or should be, as well as
schemas about fictional doctors and their behavior. The first schema might affect
moral evaluations via comparing fictional doctors and their behavior with schematic
expectancies about how real-life doctors will and should act. The latter schema
is based more on an affective relationship with characters, and is connected
with the degree of involvement in the television program (Bilandzic, 2006).
For example, when viewers can connect the narrative with personal experiences
or knowledge (“personal relevance structures”), it is thought to lead to more
involvement, more enjoyment and an evaluation of realism (Bilandzic, 2006;
Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). Based on this premise Bilandzic (2006) defined two
types of involvement, or closeness, namely experiential closeness and mediated
closeness. Experiential closeness focuses on the personal and in this study likely
the professional experiences and knowledge (“biographical context”) that come
into play when evaluating a television program. This means that when a
television narrative provides information that the viewer knows to be untrue
(e.g. outdated medical procedures) it can cause the viewer to become less
involved and evaluate the program as unrealistic. In the case of experiential
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closeness the television text activates relevance structures (i.e., schemas about
how a [real life] doctor should behave) that the viewer already has, and cues
moral evaluations based on a comparison of one’s own beliefs, knowledge and
norms and the television information.

Moral Evaluations Based on a Synthesis of Textual and
Viewer Characteristics

A form of interplay between text and viewer is in play when it comes to mediated
closeness. Aside from the previously mentioned experiential closeness, closeness
may also result from involvement with the text (Bilandzic, 2006, p. 337). The idea
of the viewer having the feeling of “being there” in the story is another form of
closeness. This mediated closeness is a result of viewers’ transportation into the
narrative, cued by characteristics of the television text. As Bilandzic (2006,
p. 337) states:
Mediated closeness is the result of this transportation: We perceive the story
events as close because we are highly involved in the story. We assume a
point of view from within the narrative, which creates immediacy to the
presented events and emotions. Rather than using our own relevance
structures to interpret the content, we adopt the relevance structure of the
characters in the story, whose points of view we share.
The multiple storylines in House M.D. create many possibilities to get involved
with a story and – following this line of argument – as many possibilities to influence
or even override the moral beliefs held by a viewer. Theoretically speaking,
transportation leads to moral evaluations based on the relevance structures of
the characters (i.e., the beliefs, norms and values from within the narrative) in
the stories, whose point of view we have come to share (Cohen, 2001).
Taken together, this suggests that moral evaluations and moral judgments
of drama narratives and characters can be guided by variations in either
experiential closeness, mediated closeness, or an interplay of these characteristics. Raney and Bryant (2002) looked at these elements in crime shows and
enjoyment, and Weber at al. (2008) did the same for soap operas, but very little is
known about if and how medical dramas cue moral evaluations (through text –
visual/narrative – characteristics, viewer characteristics or a combination or
something else entirely). One of the questions then is, are the unorthodox and
often amoral acts committed by House justified for viewers by his diagnostic
success? In other words, is moral certainty created by the positive outcome of
the story (i.e., the right diagnosis)? In the end, viewers have to decide about
those kinds of ethical dilemmas themselves, but how do they arrive at these
moral judgments? And can medical dramas, created for their entertainment
value, have a meaningful role in helping to teach ethics to medical students?
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Our objective is to find out on what grounds viewers’ moral evaluations are
based. Furthermore, we want to look at a very specific group of viewers, namely
physicians in various stages of their career (from students to practicing
physicians) who have a very specialized set of professional knowledge that
forms their biographical context. In other words, their experience mediates in
their experiential involvement. The gap of knowledge regarding mediated
closeness and medical dramas, as well as experiential closeness and physicians
formed the impetus for this study. These insights might then be used to formulate
if and how medical dramas might be used as a tool in ethics education, bringing
clarity to the discussion over the proposed merit it could have in such a
curriculum (Czarny et al., 2008; Goodman, 2007; O’Connor, 1998; Trachtman,
2008; Weaver & Wilson, 2011; Wicclair, 2008; White, 2008). This leads us to the
following research questions:
(1) H
 ow do medical students and physicians come to moral judgments
about an episode of House M.D.?
(2) C
 ould House M.D. be an effective and desirable method of discussing or
broaching ethical dilemmas with medical students or physicians?

Method
Qualitative research was used in this study, to “enter into the world of participants,
to see the world from their perspective, and in doing so make discoveries”
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 16) about how medical students and physicians come
to their moral evaluations of morally ambiguous characters actions and motives
in a morally ambiguous narrative. From an open-approach and with hardly
guidance, the in-depth semi-structured interview (and not for instance focus
groups) is an instrument to reconstruct and explore all aspects of the individual
moral evaluation. Qualitative research aims to produce a well-rounded and
contextual insight and understanding of how (parts of) the social world are
experienced, interpreted or produced based on rich and detailed data (Mason,
2002). It involves a cyclic process in which the data gathering and analysis
alternate, and are guided by continuous reflection (Wester & Peters, 2004).
The data gathering in this study took place in successive phases, and the analysis
of the in-depth interviews by the researchers took place partly during the period
of data collection, and partly afterwards.
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Materials

For this study a single episode from House’s third season was chosen, specifically
the episode entitled “Informed Consent” (3x03). This episode was screened for
individual interviewees at their homes, right before the interviews took place.
This episode was chosen as a good example of the moral uncertainty that is
typical for the show, because of the topic of euthanasia as well as the fact that
even though House gets the outcome he always strives for (figuring out what
disease it is), the patient dies. To make this diagnosis House violates an
agreement with the patient to stop running tests before midnight and grant him
euthanasia. House puts the patient, unwillingly, in a coma. Some of the
colleagues do not approve of his actions but are simply overruled by House or
forced to cooperate.
We conducted a qualitative content analysis on the episode which was
focused on visual as well as narratives aspects of the episode (Oud, Weijers &
Wester, 1997; Wester & Weijers, 2006), and was undertaken to inform the
development of the interview guide and topic list and to unravel the potential
moral dilemmas the respondents are facing during their moral evaluations.
The first phase of the analysis (“Transcription phase”), consisted of registering
the different scenes and storylines as well as identity markers, behavioral
characteristics, goals, and psychological motivations of the main characters.
In the next phase (manifest analysis), narrative cycles were described per
character in order to determine the value conflicts each characters faces in the
dramatic narrative and the moral of the story was formulated for each storyline.
The last phase (latent analysis), consisted of a reconstruction of the structure of
value conflicts underlying the episode as a whole.
The analysis illustrated that the four doctors that make up House’s team
(Dr. House, Dr. Cameron, Dr. Chase & Dr. Foreman) all take different moral
standpoints in a conflict over voluntary euthanasia and informed consent and
enact these different positions visually as well as verbally over the course of the
episode. Despite the different moral positions of the characters, they do share
the goal of wanting to come up with the right diagnosis. But they differ on the
means that justified this end: The diagnosis as a tool to help the patient versus
the diagnosis as an end in and of itself.
Interview Guide
The results from the content analysis coupled with the theoretical assumptions
about moral evaluations, formed the input for the interview guide for the
qualitative semi-structured in-depth interviews (for a discussion of interviewing
with an interview guide, see for example Gordon 1992; Heldens and Reysoo
2005; interview guide in appendix). The content analysis gave us a general
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overview of how and when moral dilemmas might arise for the interviewees,
which enabled the interviewers to ask probing questions when an interviewee
touched upon such a dilemma.
A selection of visuals (stills) from the screened episode capturing the
various characters and storylines were used to help the interviewees recall the
narrative and get the interview started (Collier 1967), and they also functioned
as a method of recall (and thereby reliability check) later on in the interview
when the same topic was approached via another angle (triangulation): first
reproducing the narrative, then evaluating the most and least appealing
characters, their problems and motivations. Moral judgments were not forced
but came up spontaneously by asking open questions such as retelling a
storyline, a scene or pointing out (un)beloved characters. These initial questions
functioned as starting point for probing tactics to challenge the interviewee to
come up with more detailed moral evaluations.
Fifty-one8 in-depth interviews were conducted with medicine students
from various years of medical school and practicing physicians. They were
recruited by purposive sample via a call on a medical forum and use of snowball
sampling from the student network of the interviewers as well as the medical
students and physicians. By swopping the interviewees we made sure the
interviewers were not familiar with the interviewees. This sample can be seen as
a theoretical or purposeful sample (Wester, 1995), since our population was set
at medical students and physicians. Our goal to reach saturation of our main
concepts by analyzing and comparing as many different types of respondents as
possible (varying years of education, and various years as practicing physician)
was reached.
Thirty students conducted the interviews as part of a research seminar in
qualitative interviewing. The students worked in teams of two and conducted
four interviews per team. During the research seminar students familiarized
themselves with the literature on moral evaluations and television drama. The
students received nine hours of interview training, in which they familiarized
themselves with the interview guide and practiced conducting a semi-structured in-depth interview.
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Initially the researchers selected a group of sixty interviewees, including four nurse students
and five nurses. The implications were slightly different for this group, because they refer less to
the fundamental predicaments of the actions of the main characters of House M.D. (physicians)
and more to the context of the medical setting.
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Table 1 Characteristics of respondents (N=51)
Medical Students
(B.Sc.)

Medical Students
(M.D.)

Medical Professionals
(Physicians & Nurses)

Year of education

1-4

4-6

-

Year of practicing

-

1-2
(as intern)

1 and up
(as professional)

< 23

22-26

24-59

3/10/7

6/5/5

8/12

6/10

9/6

20

16

159

Age
Year
(1/2/3)
(4/5/6)
/
N

Analyses

Interviews were held in Dutch, audiotaped and transcribed verbatim (in Dutch)
by the students. These transcripts, which were translated into English by the
researchers, formed the basis for the analysis. The analysis of the data was
grounded in two distinct phases, namely the exploration phase and the
specification phase (Wester & Peters, 2000). In the exploration phase, the
researchers applied open coding using the qualitative data analysis software
MAXQDA and stuck closely to the data in order to empirically fill in theoretically
informed concepts (e.g. moral evaluation based on mediated closeness, moral
evaluations based on experiential closeness etc.), which were formulated in light
of the research question (Charmaz, 2006; van den Hoonaard, 1997; Wester &
Peters, 2000). The researchers however remained sensitive to concepts arising
out of the data that were un-connected to the theory. In the following phase,
axial or focused coding was used to further specify the concepts and categories
in relation to the central question and central topics (Wester & Peters, 2000).
In both phases both confirmatory and contradictory/counter examples were
coded, to continuously test and adapt the model that emerged from the data.
The specification phase resulted in a general model (see Figure 2) that explained
variations in grounds of moral evaluation for different groups (i.e., medical
students and medical practitioners).
The analysis was executed by the three primary researchers, which enabled
peer debriefing (i.e., discussing results and developing the conceptual framework
with other researchers in order to increase the quality of the analysis, the
conclusions and interpretations; Wester and Peters 2004). The setup of this study
also enabled researcher triangulation, since three independent researchers
compensated for single-researcher bias (Denzin, 1989).
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Figure 2 Grounds for moral evaluation of an episode of House M.D.

Results
The analysis of the in-depth interviews with medical students and physicians
revealed a continuum for the grounding of moral evaluations of viewers of the
episode “Informed Consent”. The palette or continuum was defined by two
extreme positions, which we can see as routes towards a moral evaluation:
an abstract position that grounds moral reasoning in the text towards actual
moral judgments. The first extreme position on this continuum is distance from
the text and primacy of the viewer’s characteristics (opinions, year of education
and experience). The second extreme position is its complete opposite, namely
the primacy of the text as ground for moral reasoning. The most prominent
grounds for moral reasoning for this specific group of interviewees was with
the primacy of the viewer. In the analysis we chose to zoom in on this side of the
continuum, which is presented in the model.
Within the category “primacy of the viewer” we found two important sub
categories, namely ‘personal moral judgment’ and ‘professional moral judgment’.
Within these categories we also found variations within these dimensions.
These two subcategories will now be further explored, starting on the left-hand
74

ANALYZING MORAL EVALUATIONS OF HOUSE M.D.

of the model (personal moral judgment) and then moving towards the right side
of the model, where reasoning gradually becomes more and more influenced by
textual characteristics (and thus leans towards primacy text).

Personal Moral Judgment

With personal moral judgment we mean that the moral evaluation and consequent
moral judgment arises from the individual (moral) development as a person, not
as a medical professional. The identity of the medical student or physician is
only one aspect of the interviewees as people. The interviewee might ground his
or her moral evaluations in other relevant personal characteristics.
Within the interviews we encountered two different ways in which the
interviewees grounded their moral evaluations in their personal context. On the
one hand they grounded their reasoning towards a certain moral judgment in
their own moral principles, based on human rights, religious beliefs or common
norms such as stick to one’s word. On the other hand they engaged with the
situation at hand in the visual material in a self-referential manner.
Self-referential engagement. This concept illustrates that the interviewee
engaged with the issues in the narrative in a self-referential way. Through role
taking they tried to imagine what they would do in such a position. This took
place on a very abstract level, since they continuously based themselves on
abstract moral principles. Despite the fact that some of the interviewees stressed
the fictitious character of the show, they referred to the underlying moral
dilemmas that made them think about their own position in cases they
encountered.
R: Ehm… This would be difficult for me in the beginning …
I: Why?
R: Well, because you get pushed down by someone … or something like that. It doesn’t
seem like … like he (Dr. House) really wants to have colleagues … Or that he wants
to work together …It seems like he would only do what he wants and that you would
be acquiescing…
(Second year student, female, 19 years)
Personal moral principles. The concept of moral principles is related to personal
norms and values, as a result of someone’s personal moral development.
Reasoning toward a certain moral evaluation will result in specific moral
boundaries, based on principles, for example, the autonomy of a person or the
importance of recognizing authority.
I: And do you think that this is the only point where he [Dr. House] crossed a line?
R: Hmm.. ehh, I don’t know, well maybe … The thing with the deal… that he doesn’t
honor the deal he made.
(First year student, male, 19 years)
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Professional Moral Judgment

Professional moral judgment entails a moral evaluation that explicitly arises
from the professional identity or role of the physicians (in training) and his or
her medical knowledge and experiences. The segments from the interviews that
were categorized as part of professional moral judgment included two different
starting points for these evaluations: ‘referencing professional laws, rules and
regulations’ and ‘self-referential professional engagement’.
Referencing professional laws, rules and regulations. When an interviewee
grounded his reasoning in rule-governed action, it was categorized as ‘referencing
laws, rules and regulations’. An interviewee would, for example, point to the
fact that as a medical professional you should provide a professional second
opinion when you are not willing to comply with a request for euthanasia.
He then explained that euthanasia is only allowed by law in the Netherlands in
very specific conditions, and contrasted the actions of the doctors’ in House M.D.
with the situation in the Netherlands.
R: No, you can’t do that, it is not allowed. You need a patient’s consent in the
Netherlands for everything that you do. The patient is always informed, but not in
this case, he was put into a coma without his informed consent. Well, that is
impossible … without a patient’s consent. Without consent you are unable to do
anything. You can’t even get a pill in
(general practitioner, male, 58 years)
The respondent illustrated his moral reasoning by means of factual, professional
knowledge, and formulated his judgment based on the fact that the actions of
the doctors are not in accordance with the law. Another interviewee implicitly
judged Dr. House’s behavior; the interesting thing is that he based his judgment
on a pseudo-reference to medical practice: the notion that a doctor is rational
and sees euthanasia as failure. What’s actually going on is that he is articulating
how it should be in reality, which is the opposite of how it is dramatized in
the show.
I: Who is the most appealing to you?
R: Hmm … Foreman is the most realistic representation of a doctor, his actions are
guided reason. The other doctors are more fictitious I would say. They were
tailor-made for the show’s dramatic purposes. But dr. Foreman seems to be the most
like a real doctor, for me …
I: A real doctor?
R: Yes … the idea that a real doctor would not immediately euthanize a patient who
is terminal and has indicated he wants to die … he would wait until he is really sure
that the patient is terminal and would only then proceed to euthanize the patient.
I: Ok ….
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R: Euthanasia … To me that is … A last resort … If there is no way out, only then
should a doctor use it…
(Second year student, male, 19 years).
Interviewees also refer to moral standards held by the professional group, such
as the Hippocratic Oath, the professional code of conduct it prescribes, and
the consequences of violating those codes. These codes formed an important
starting point for their moral evaluation.
I: Yes, well I don’t think people … doctors would actually do that. If they did I think
they would have to appear in front of a disciplinary committee
(Second year student, female, 19 years).
An important reference that especially first year students held in referring to
moral standards held by the professional group, was the reference to idealized
and alleged rules of engagement. It was not so much the formal rules of law or
the professional codes that formed the grounds for their moral evaluation but
their beliefs about how it should be. It seems that from this point of view the
interviewees left no room for moral doubt or discussion. They rejected all actions
of House based on their idealized position of what a medical professional should
be like and should act like.
An interesting counter-example we found in the data is the reference to
House as a role model. An interviewee, who described himself as a fan of the
show, claimed that the reason he went to medical school was House. This
interviewee admired all of Dr. House’s diagnostic actions; he left no room for
moral doubt, and continuously underscored the ultimate professional values of
rationality and objectivity:
I: Look, the trick in medicine is to use the information the patient gives about his
medical problems and find a way to use it as an objective fact. And you can only do
that by not immediately taking the patient’s information as fact. If you draw blood to
establish the calcium level, it is a fact … the calcium level does not lie. In these sort
of cases you have to approach it very objectively and from a distance. That way you
prevent medically unnecessary procedures
(Fifth year student, male, 26 years).
However, overall it seems that the more experience a student or practitioner had,
the more they nuanced their moral judgment. This difference is illustrated by
their references to the fictitious character of the show as well. First year students
seemed to disapprove of the fictitious character of the show completely. Despite
the fact that the stories of House M.D. are based on real cases, they rejected the
stories as totally unrealistic. Interviewees who had more medical knowledge or
experience as a medical professional also stressed the Hollywood-like characteristics and dramatic excesses, but at the same time they took the underlying
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moral dilemmas very seriously. More often than not they tried to imagine what
they would have done in a situation like this. We call this self-referential professional
engagement.
Self-referential professional engagement. With this concept we mean that
the interviewee directly referred to his own experiences and knowledge while
evaluating the actions of the doctors in the show. The respondent referred to his
or her own practical experiences or cases that he or she encountered while in
residency or in the field. Contrary to the students, who created a distance
towards the text, it seems that the professionals recognized the underlying
moral dilemmas in the storyline. Even though they, like the students, referenced
the fictional nature of House M.D. , they showcased a greater willingness to
engage with the presented dilemmas.
I: And when does he go too far? At what exact moment?
G: Uhm…well for example when he puts him under against his will or when he
resuscitates him against his wishes and continues his diagnosis. Well the deal they
made, about the 24 hours, that’s something we do as well. We do that quite often, well
not exactly on the hour… But you make a plan with the patient, stating we can do
this or we can go further and do that…
I: So the deal that would be a possibility in real life?
G: Yes, the deal is possible yeah… Well if you have the feeling you can find a diagnosis
that will amount to something, you will talk this over with the patient and tell them
we will do a bronchoscopy and then we won’t do a lung-biopsy, that happens. Uhh…
a lung-biopsy can be dangerous and lead to more complications and even death. That
type of deal surrounding the diagnostic process, well we don’t call them deals, but
mostly moments of patient briefing….
(ER-doctor, male, 36 years).
This respondent used nuance upon nuance to illustrate the complexity of the
presented moral dilemma. Remarkably, most students argued that scenes like
these are not grounded in the medical reality, while more experienced
professionals acknowledged the veracity of the particular situation. This
willingness to engage with the text was showcased in various shades of answers.
The following respondent reasoned toward a more straightforward and
unambiguous moral judgment (contrasted with the more nuanced reasoning of
the previously mentioned respondent).
R: Yes! In that situation I would act in a similar fashion, but that is because you are
on a journey with that patient, you’ve built a bond. And if it becomes clear that it is
a horrible situation without a solution – which is exactly what he says (Dr. Powell).
The suffering will only increase and that isn’t the way they want to die. Someone
might ask me to do the same thing.
I: yes, and …
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R: You can also, ehm, bring people in a deep sleep for a longer period and eventually
the body will give out. That is also a possibility.
I: Ok, and that is something you would do.
R: Yes. (determined)
(Physician, female, 36 years)
Based on these experiences and acquired knowledge they would then come to a
certain moral evaluation or judgment. Within this position there are two discrete
categories, practical experience and education (knowledge). Interviewees who
were in the earlier stages of medical school used their theoretical knowledge to
disapprove of what House and his fellow doctors did, because it is in sharp
contrast to what they have learned about diagnostics as well as professional
ethics. Interviewees who were practicing physicians or medical students who
were farther along in their residency used actual personal experiences in the
medical field to evaluate the situation in the program, and came to their own
moral evaluations.
With regards to practical experience and theoretical knowledge the results
show that there is a sliding scale – the farther along you are in your medical
education, the more you base your judgment on practical experiences (instead
of theoretical knowledge). We believe this illustrates an increased awareness of
the complex moral dilemmas in the field and decreased reliance on normative
standards such as the law or beliefs about what the medical profession should
be like.

Discussion
In this study we analyzed reactions to the episode “Informed Consent” from the
medical drama House M.D. in order to understand how viewers come to terms
with the ethical violations and moral standards presented in the show. Against
the background that medical shows could be of importance in creating ethical
awareness and ethical discussions within the context of the medical profession,
we chose to zoom in on reactions from medical students and physicians.
The analysis focused on the primacy of the viewer’s characteristics, within
the continuum defined by on the one end textual characteristics of the episode
“Informed Consent” and on the other end viewer characteristics. The extreme
position that accompanies this primacy is one of distance from the text by means
of personal moral viewpoints. Some interviewees hold strong personal moral
beliefs and beliefs about their profession that guided them in their moral
evaluation. First year students especially referred to an idealized professional
world as grounds for their judgment. However, this does not imply that viewers
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do not experience a sense of closeness with the text, or with the characters. Even
though the central approach in the moral evaluation was primarily guided by a
viewer’s characteristics, viewers used visual and narrative characteristics of the
text, as well as the contrasting positions occupied by the main characters, to
illustrate their moral evaluations. It seems that the more experience interviewees
have in the professional field (regardless of their specialty as for example a
cardiac surgeon, general practitioner or ER doctor), the more they will discuss
their position based on their beliefs as well as the arguments shown in the show.
In line with what Bilandzic’s (2006) has termed experiential closeness, viewers
grounded their moral evaluations about the actions of Dr. House by referring to
their experiences. Overall the interviewees were more likely to report variations
of experiential closeness, rather than the experience of transportation into the
text (i.e., mediated closeness), which leads us to conclude that viewers that have a
professional medical background (i.e., medical students and physicians) ground
their reasoning toward their moral evaluations in their own professional
experiences and knowledge. But the differences between different groups of
interviewees with different levels of experience are striking. Especially first year
students seem to ground their judgment in idealized beliefs of their profession;
rejecting the text as fictitious and therefore unrealistic. By “unrealistic” they
don’t refer to the actual medical practices as such but to a more idealistic medical
world governed by clear-cut moral behavior. The actions in the storyline do not
meet their ideas of the professional standard or ideal. For first (and second) year
students the moral evaluation is rooted in strict rules and guidelines that they
are taught in school. To them these rules are not called into question; they seem
to provide them with a sense of (external) moral certainty. Undeterred by (a lot
of) practical experience, they condemn the behavior of House and cling to
formal rules and regulations. To these first and second year students it is hard to
link the TV show to their own professional perspective and their stringent and
disapproving moral evaluation of the show is based on their limited experience
and their idealized image of the profession.
Students and physicians that are more experienced also grounded their
moral evaluations in their practical and theoretical knowledge and experiences
which we’ve come to term, direct experiential closeness. They also stress the
fictitious character of the show but this does not lead to a rejection of the show.
Despite the fact that it’s fictitious they recognize the dilemmas House and the
other doctors are facing. They imagine themselves in the situation and analyze
the problems on a meta-level, which we term indirect experiential closeness. The
interviewees also based their moral evaluation on their personal views about
certain moral issues, such as the autonomy of a human being but they showed a
great sense of reflexivity in analyzing certain aspects of the show on a very
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abstract level. It seems that this is especially true for the more experienced
professionals.
Based on our interviews we conclude that the route one takes in creating
moral evaluations, either based on personal viewpoints or professional viewpoints, is dependent on the amount of medical practical experience. It seems
that there is a sliding scale: as you garner more experience your moral evaluations
become more and more grounded in your professional experiences, and the
frame of reference that comes with the position of being a medical professional.
This does not mean that students in the early years of medical school do not use
practical experiences to ground their moral evaluations, but that they are more
interwoven with personal standpoints on certain medical moral issues and
especially in an idealized moral position of what the profession is or should be
like. These tentative results and conclusions seem to verify the results from the
study by Becker, Geer, Hughes, and Strauss in their seminal work called Boys
in White (1976), where they charted the medical students’ perceptions about the
medical profession during their education.
Becker et al. (1976) argued that students are socialized in the professional
role of doctor during their education and residency, and that as they get further
along in their education they lose their sense of idealism about the practice of
medicine and this turns to cynical concern of the day-to-day medical profession.
In our view this change from idealism to cynicism (which we would rather term
realism), is also mimicked in their moral evaluations. The farther along students
get in their education, and the more experience a practicing physician has their
moral evaluations become based on realistic notions about what the profession
entails and not how it should idealistically be. First year students are very
stringent and black-and-white in their moral evaluations. They generally
evaluate the show using real-life expectancies (schemas) based on theoretical
knowledge and idealized assumptions about how doctors should be and act,
and simply state “well that’s not how is goes in real life”, or normatively assess “that
is not how it should be in real life”. Students in a later phase of their education,
show much more nuance in their evaluations and take the different moral
positions of the various doctors in to consideration. Practicing physicians were
the most nuanced and the least stringent in their evaluations, even though
they all remarked that the show is an over-the-top Hollywood-produced drama;
they do recognize the underlying moral problems and dilemmas as real and as
part of their professional field. For these practitioners it is not really relevant
if the medicine is correct, or the context overly dramatic, “the medicine is not
what matters the most in terms of conveying the ethical issues” and formulating
moral evaluations about the professional problems and professional conduct
represented in the episode (Spike, 2008, p. 11). It seems that experience creates
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nuance and understanding in physicians; they discuss the text from a distanced
position but do recognize, understand and evaluate the fundamental moral
dilemmas at hand.
This study shows that the use of a visual narrative like House M.D. can
create a starting point to access the immaterial culture of medicine students
and starting physicians relating to their moral evaluations about professional
conduct (Collier, 1976, Pauwels, 1996). It provides evidence that medical dramas,
created for their entertainment value, can have a meaningful role in helping to
teach ethics to medical students. This is an area that is in need of more engaging
and thought-provoking methods to capture the interest of students. By asking
the interviewees for feedback on how they interpreted certain parts of the
episode, we cued the response of the interviewees to explain their moral
reasoning based on the actions represented visually and verbally in the episode
by various characters. The four main characters from House M.D. easily granted
viewers access to reflections about the professional environment (its norms, values,
regulations) and the professional interests of the respondents. This makes using
an episode from the show a perfect visual stimulus for an exploration of the
moral evaluations and projective interpretations of the viewers.
All in all, our results seem to suggest that those teachers and critics that
favor of using visual materials (Goodman, 2007; White, 2008), such as a medical
drama like House M.D. , for ethical education of medical students are on the
right track. By using the visual as an elicitation technique to spark discussion
about how moral judgments about certain medical issues come about, it is
possible to deduct how medical students conceptualize and structure the
medical world they are becoming part of and the moral problems they will come
to face (Krebs 1975). However, we would advise to incorporate this in the later
years of the education, since the first year students lack the critical distance and
nuance to actually see to the heart of the professional dilemmas at hand. They
do not have an eye for the moral discussion underlying the storyline because
they simply reject the story as unrealistic. This is different from the position
more experienced students and physicians articulate, who understand the moral
dilemmas at the heart of the episode.
The moral uncertainty of House as a text makes it more interesting as a visual
stimulus in a medical teaching environment, because if the text is morally
ambiguous it will not cue a certain moral evaluation pattern with the viewer (cf.
Lane, 2001) and the moral evaluations will be cued mostly by professional
knowledge and experience or a lack thereof. It enables teachers to engage in
discussions about what certain professional rules and regulations mean, why
they are in place and if students understand them correctly, hopefully creating
an even better ethical awareness within a new generation of physicians.
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As with all studies this project was not without limitations, which open up
interesting avenues for future research. This study was based on one episode of
the medical drama House M.D. , which opens up room for discussion about the
validity of the results in light of other medical dramas. Furthermore, the use of
student interviewers leads to the possibility that different approaches were
implemented in the interviews. This risk was minimized in this study, by giving
the students the same training, working with the same interview guide and
enacting peer debriefing by having the researchers discuss all the initial
interviews of the students with the students. Lastly, while this study argues
that practical medical experience increased the moral tolerance nuance? of the
interviewees, this might also be influenced by other factors such as age since
most of the medical students in the sample were considerably younger than the
physicians. Research by for example Armon and Dawson (1997) showed that age
and education were both factors that influenced tolerance for moral ambiguity.
Therefore, future research should also explore the influence of age alongside
medical experience as a factor that potentially encouraged professional moral
tolerance.
Despite its limitations, the study provides a first substantial empirical base
for further research into the moral evaluations of medical dramas by viewers
involved in the field of medicine. For example, further research could open the
discussion beyond House M.D. and medical students or professionals: To other
popular medical dramas (for example Nurse Jackie or Grey’s Anatomy), and what
the actions of other morally ambiguous protagonists can add to medical
bioethical debate about its influence on viewers. Furthermore, future research
should also explore how the other parties involved in the medical field, (i.e.,
patients and their non-medical caregivers), come to moral judgments about the
medical field cued by these dramas.
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CHAPTER 4

Abstract
This study aims to inform the discussion over the proposed merit of morally
ambiguous dramas as a tool in moral education in the professional domain,
by providing insight into student groups’ moral evaluations of Dexter. In-depth
interviews (N = 61) were conducted among a diverse sample of law and
(developmental) psychology students. The results demonstrate differences
in moral evaluations, according to the degree of “professional” experience.
Remarkably, law students follow the unlawful reasoning of vigilante killer
Dexter instead of their own moral makeup; yet slowly develop a professional,
strict procedural, point-of-view during their education. Conversely, (developmental)
psychology- students ground moral evaluations instantly in professionalism,
but proceed from an idealistic to a more realistic and nuanced point-of-view.
To fully reach its potential as launch pad for discussing professional predicaments,
we recommend that Dexter is incorporated later in the curriculum after both
student groups have had more experience in the field.
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Introduction
College is one of the best places to encourage moral development, specifically
the development of professional ethics (Perry, 1999). Concerning this topic, college
teachers have recently turned to drama series that are situated in a professional
setting for input in their classes on professional ethics (e.g., Weaver, Wilson &
Langendyk, 2014) for three main reasons. First, teaching aids for their class
discussions (cf. Vitz, 1990). Second, students enjoy series that are contextually
related to their future profession (House M.D., Dexter, Suits) (e.g., Czarny et al.,
2008). Third, students continuously make moral judgments based on their own
“pre-professional beliefs and experiences (i.e., “professional” beliefs and experiences
of students still acquiring education) (Van Ommen, Daalmans & Weijers, 2014).
Interestingly, research shows that television series featuring so-called
“morally ambivalent characters” (MACs), constitute a good way to assess and
discuss moral judgments of students as part of students’ ethical education
(Vanderford, 1999). Despite these findings, experts still voice concerns about the
effects these MACs might have on young professionals (Czarny et al., 2008).
Unlike traditional hero characters, MACs have flaws and often behave in
immoral ways, even though they have redeeming qualities that differentiate
them from traditional villains (Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013; Eden, Daalmans,
& Johnson, 2016). For example, the main MAC of highly popular crime series
Dexter is both a vigilante serial killer and a blood spatter expert for the Miami
Police Department – and, therefore, cannot be seen as an unambiguous
professional role model from an ethical point of view.
Dexter might be a notable case for moral education in various educational
settings by its questioning of moral concepts, such as vigilantism, normality,
nature and nurture (cf. Gregoriou, 2012). The series continuously discusses moral
values, which are relevant to professional domains such as law enforcement and
(developmental) psychology. It does so by expressing conflicting viewpoints on
these moral topics in the narrative’s moral reasoning, embodied by the moral
dilemmas of the main characters in Dexter (Smith, 2012).
To illustrate, as a crime scene investigator Dexter couples the moral certainty
of police procedural series with the moral uncertainty of a morally ambiguous
drama (cf. Lane 2001). Dexter’s murdering is motivated by ‘The Code’: his own
reason-based ethics and strictly imposed moral rules by only killing the immoral
(Gregoriou, 2012). On the one hand, the narrative gives viewers a psychological
explanation for Dexter’s serial killing urge (childhood trauma), and a morally
“right” reason for Dexter’s unlawful behavior. On the other hand, the show
problematizes the justness of Dexter’s actions by showing that he sometimes
executes innocent people, and that the killing is also motivated by self-interest
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rather than merely the need for justice (Gregoriou, 2012). Additionally, Dexter
has moral deliberations about his actions (Smith, 2012).
How can the partly “immoral” behavior of MACs in Dexter constitute a
good way to assess and discuss and reflect on professional behavior as part of
ethical education related to the professional context? If Dexter is able to
convincingly articulate various moral stands, watching an episode of Dexter
could evoke various moral evaluations in viewers. In doing so, viewing and
discussing Dexter could create an ethical laboratory, a moral playground for
students in which moral views could be argued about and put to the test based
on various (moral) grounds. This study aims to determine whether students
come to various “moral judgments about the action and motives of the
protagonists” (i.e., moral evaluation, Raney, 2005, pp. 351-352) and subsequently
ground it in their personal or their (pre) professional beliefs. To substantiate this
aim as broadly as possible, we map the moral grounds that play a role in coming
to moral evaluations of an episode of Dexter by different student groups, who
share professional dispositions and are educationally related to the moral
dilemmas as presented in Dexter. The results can serve as a foundation for advice
on implementing TV-series with MACs, such as Dexter, in a pre-professional
moral education program.

Theoretical Frame
Earlier research on moral evaluations of MACs, built on the idea proposed by
Zillmann (2000) that viewers of drama series function as “untiring moral
monitors”. Viewers continually judge what they see on screen, and their ongoing
verdicts influence the valence and intensity of affective dispositions toward the
protagonists (e.g., Eden, Grizzard, & Lewis, 2011; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013).
Affective Disposition Theory (ADT: Raney, 2004; 2005; Zillmann, 2000) states
that the enjoyment of a narrative depends on the congruency between a viewer’s
affective disposition toward a character and this character’s actions, motivations,
and outcome within the narrative.
However, Zillmann (2000) also asserted that moral judgment may vary
across morality subcultures, which share different relevance structures, moral
orientations and patterns of moral justice and sanctioning. In this seminal paper
he called for exploration of these morality subcultures. Furthermore, ADT
literature, such as Extended ADT (EADT) by Raney (2004), has outlined that
viewer groups engage differently with morality in the text. In addition to moral
evaluations as a result of viewers’ self-morality, Raney questioned if viewers’
moral judgments arise out of the narrative experience – via a notion of closeness
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with the moral reasoning in the narrative, which Bilandzic (2006) termed
mediated closeness. Bilandzic further explained how viewer characteristics might
affect a type of closeness towards events portrayed in the narrative, by
emphasizing viewers’ personal biographical situation in relation to these events
(“experiential closeness”).
Building on (E)ADT, we illustrate three separate routes of students to
come to moral evaluations – via moral reasoning in the narrative, via students’
own experience, (pre-professional) knowledge and moral makeup, or via the
relationship between both moral reasoning and students’ characteristics – and
discuss these three routes in terms of (E)ADT (Raney, 2004; 2005; Zillmann,
2000). The various theoretical notions on those three routes are summarized in
Figure 1.

Dimensions of Moral Evaluation

If viewers’ moral grounds for moral evaluation are derived from the story, then
the moral evaluation is primarily guided by the narrative structure. Raney
(2004) argued that the affective evaluation of the main character precedes the
moral judgment, because the (strong) narrative structure can create an affective
disposition toward a character. According to Bilandzic (2006) this specific
disposition is the result of mediated closeness: the process that comes into play
when viewers have the feeling of presence in the story (see Figure 1).
Mediated closeness to the narrative could lead to moral evaluations based
on the relevance structures of the main characters or protagonists; that is,
dilemmas Dexter is facing and as a result the explanations for character’s
conduct presented by the story (Donnely, 2012). It is likely that a clear moral of
the story will have a major impact on viewers’ moral evaluation.
However, what happens if the narrative’s protagonist is morally ambiguous
and at some point in the story commits unlawful and gruesome acts? Perhaps,
viewers, then, may be forced to set aside their own moral judgments, or to
morally disengage (Krakowiak & Tsjay-Vogel, 2013) in order to be able to enjoy
the narrative (Raney 2004).
This poses the question: Can unlawful and murderous behavior, as part of
moral dilemmas that MACs in Dexter face, overrule contrasting pre-professional
beliefs, experiences, and knowledge of different groups of student viewers? Or
will they uphold their personal or (pre-)professional moral beliefs?
A linguistic analysis of Internet forum messages about Dexter uncovered
the ways in which viewers actually respond to the serial killer-related beliefs in
Dexter, and how viewers do that with respect to their own attitudes toward
crime and victim typology in society (Gregoriou, 2012). Viewer groups might,
for example, have a specific moral makeup that (oppositely) relates to the
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experience, perception, and moral framework of the MACs of Dexter. The moral
evaluation is then primarily guided by the viewer’s moral makeup and/or the
viewers’ past experiences (see Figure 1).
Moral makeup is a result of and mediated by a person’s experiences and
based on community or (professional) group norms and the social and
ideological positions that person adheres to (Tamborini, Eden, Bowman,
Grizzard & Lachlan, 2012). According to Zillmann (2000) great variance exists
between individuals with regard to this basal morality; therefore, we assume
that judgments about the ambiguous justice presentations in Dexter may vary
greatly between different moral subcultures, such as different student groups,
who share (pre-) professional dispositions.
Moreover, we assume that as a result of experiences in the educational
domain, college students in particular morally mature from a position in which
they see the world in polar terms of good and bad, towards a position in which
they understand the affirmation of (professional) identity with multiple responsibilities and commitments (Perry, 1999). Considering these experiences,
involvement with the media content may be based on experiential closeness
(Bilandzic, 2006), and not so much on mediated closeness. Experiential closeness
focuses on the personal experiences and knowledge that come into play when
evaluating a television program. Van Ommen et al. (2014) found a differentiation
in the degree of experiential closeness related to the degree of professional
(theoretical and practical) experience viewers showcased about an episode of
medical series House M.D.. The experienced physicians evinced a more nuanced
view of the profession and professional ethics than medical students. Differences
in biographical context (in this case the educational background of students of
different stages in their education) create differences in experiential closeness
towards morally ambiguous drama that focuses on moral dilemmas related to
their future professional field. These differences may result in different routes
towards viewers’ moral evaluation and gives rise to the question: How are
situations in Dexter related to students’ own experiences in the field?
In addition to moral evaluations being cued by either narrative or viewer
characteristics, it might also be the case that moral judgments and evaluations
arise because of interplay of these narrative and viewer characteristics. In this
form of interplay, the life experiences of the viewer including his or her
(professional) moral make up as well as the power of a specific story to transport
viewers to the narrative world will meet in a specific reading of the text.
We assume that viewers will to a greater or lesser extent enter into the way
of thinking of the protagonist (Cohen, 2001), but don’t have to accept the moral
reasoning of the text. Furthermore, the presentation of justice in Dexter can be
seen as an ambiguous statement about what is counted as fair, “normal” and
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appropriate retribution, especially when Dexter himself faces moral predicaments.
Morally ambiguous TV-shows demand complex judgment, for example, taking
into account the often unclear or unresolved consequences for other characters
(Van Ommen et al., 2014).
In addition to Bilandzic’s (2006) distinction between mediated and experiential
closeness, Van Ommen et al. (2014) specified “indirect” experiential closeness,
whereby viewers have the willingness to put themselves in a protagonist’s
position. Viewers’ responses might be guided by internal questions, such as:
What would I do if I were the protagonist in this particular situation, or what if
I were confronted with this type of problem or dilemma? The moral evaluation
in this case is a result of the negotiation of the moral makeup of the viewer with
the moral dilemmas presented in the narrative. If this is the case for students,
this might be a point of moral engagement on ethics in the professional field.

Research Questions

Because the narratives in Dexter are morally ambiguous, we assume that there
will be differences in moral evaluations by different groups of students as a result
of their distinctive viewer characteristics, such as moral makeup, real-life
knowledge and experiences with regard to the actions and motivations of MACs
in Dexter. The broad range of possible theoretical routes towards moral
evaluations, as outlined in this theoretical frame and summarized in Figure 1,
leads us to the following research questions:
RQ1: How do different student groups (law- and [developmental] psychology
students) in different stages of their education come to moral judgments
about an episode of Dexter and what are the grounds for their judgments?
RQ2: Could Dexter be an effective and desirable tool to fuel moral discussion
and broach professional moral dilemmas with students in their ethical
education?

Method
Overview

The study was based on 61 semi-structured in-depth interviews with law- and
(developmental) psychology students in different years of education. The purpose
of this qualitative research was to describe and understand moral evaluations
in terms of the meaning law- and (developmental) psychology students bring to
or derive from them (Boeije, 2010, p. 9).
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The research questions were studied through flexible methods enabling contact
with viewers of morally ambivalent series to an extent that is necessary to grasp
what is going on in the field (Boeije, 2010, p. 11). It involved a cyclic process in
which the data gathering and analysis alternated, and were guided by continuous
reflection and interpretation through the identification and coding of themes
and categories of grounds for moral evaluations (Boeije, 2010).

Materials

The pilot episode of Dexter’s entitled “Dexter” (S01E01) was sampled. This
episode was screened before the interviews took place. In this episode Dexter
kidnaps Mike Donovan, a choirmaster who rapes and murders young boys,
takes him to a remote cabin, and forces him to look at the bodies of his victims.
Before sedating him, Dexter explains that he could never kill a child, because he
abides by a moral code. Moreover, the episode hints towards Dexter’s traumatic
childhood and explains the predicaments of his stepfather Harry in dealing
with Dexter’s murderous urges. As such, the episode is a mixture of moral
certainty (solving a murder, killing by a strict moral code) and moral uncertainty
(Dexter’s struggle with his urges).
Before conducting the interviews, we conducted a qualitative narrative
content analysis on the episode (Van Ommen et al., 2014) in order to unravel the
moral dilemmas the main characters face. Based on the analysis potential topics
of discussion as well as probing questions were distilled to be included in the
interview guide (Table 1).

Interview Guide

The results from the content analysis coupled with the theoretical assumptions
about moral evaluations, formed the input for the interview guide for the
qualitative in-depth interviews (Table 1). The semi-structured interview contained
fixed topics followed by probing tactics based on respondents’ moral judgments.
We applied triangulation in data collection by approaching moral evaluations
via three different angles. Respondents were asked to (1) describe a character
they strongly liked or disliked and why, then (2) to reproduce the different
storylines in their own words (implicitly inciting moral opinions), and finally (3)
to talk about specific scenes in which the character takes explicit moral
standpoints. A selection of visuals (stills) based on the content analysis was used
as stimuli to help the respondents recall the narrative and get the interview
started (Collier, 1967). These visuals were also implemented as a method of
recall, and thereby reliability check.
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Semi-structured interview with fixed topics and partly fixed follow-up topics/questions. Questions are asked on multiple
entry-levels to discern the moral evaluation of the respondents (triangulation): the character-level (individually and
compared with each other), the storyline and specific scenes.

The interviewer
shows the
respondent the
chart with names
and pictures of
the important
characters in the
episode and starts
by asking if the
respondent could
point out the
characters that he
likes or dislikes

The interviewer
explains that the
storylines are
constructed from
the viewpoints
of different
characters, asks
the interviewee
to explain what
the storyline of a
character was.

to make the
topic of moral
evaluation
as concrete
as possible.
Observe the
interviewee
while he is
watching the
episode.

Second phase: To discern if
Storylines
and which
moral aspects
from the
storyline play
a role in the
interviewees
moral
evaluations of
the characters
and their
conduct.

First phase:
Characters

Initial question

Goal

• The interviewee mostly evaluates the (a)
moral behavior and does not nuance his or her
evaluation based on the storyline.
• The interviewee empathizes or identifies with
characters or the storyline and this influences
his or her moral judgment. Ask what the limits
should be or how he or she would have acted
in that situation.
• The interviewee takes an outsider position.
Ask the interviewee if this is something that
could happen to him or her?

Ask for description if interviewee mentions:
• the actions of a character in moral terms
• the character(s) in storytelling terms with a
moral undercurrent like motives, dilemma’s,
goals, choices, values
• the character(s) in fiction or genre terms
• the characters that is then compared or
contrasted with themselves or someone they
know.

Follow-up topics

Moral evaluation on the level of:
- moral conduct of the characters
- the conduct in the context of the
story
- the fictive point of view of the
story/the show/the genre
- the characters, the conduct and
the storyline compared to their
own situation

Moral evaluation on the level of:
- moral conduct of the characters
- the conduct in the context of the
story
- the fictive point of view of the
story/the show/the genre
- the characters, the conduct and
the storyline compared to their
own situation

Moral topics

Introduction “Purpose of the study is to discern what viewers think about Dexter (Don’t mention ‘morality’ or ‘moral evaluation’ before
or during the interview). We will be studying the opinions of different viewer groups, such as men/women, fan/non-fans,
students in different years etc. (Don’t mention their study before the interview.) We want your opinion, so it is important
that you understand that there are no right or wrong answers.”

Overview

Table 1 Condensed interview guide/topic list moral evaluations of Dexter. Contact corresponding author for complete version
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Third Phase:
Concrete
scenes

Cueing
direct moral
reactions
about
characters,
storylines,
conduct that
has not or
has not
fully been
discussed
so far.

The interviewer
shows the
interviewee
concrete scenes
from the episode,
scenes in which
the characters
take explicit moral
standpoints.

• The interviewee based his moral evaluation on
the outcome or if there is no outcome on how he
thinks it might be resolved. Interviewer follows
up on the anticipation of a resolution and what
colors this anticipation.
• The interviewee discusses the storyline in selfreferential term.
Moral evaluation on the level of:
- moral conduct of the characters
- the conduct in the context of the
story
- the fictive point of view of the
story/the show/the genre
- the characters, the conduct and
the storyline compared to their
own situation
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Participants

In association with the moral reasoning of Dexter, we expected that law- and
(developmental) psychology students share specific real-life (pre-professional)
knowledge and experiences with regard to the moral makeup, dilemmas and
experiences of the MACs and the represented professional situations in Dexter.
Therefore, these groups may be conceptualized as different morality subcultures
(e.g., Tamborini et al., 2012). Our sample of students of different stages in their
education builds on the research of Van Ommen et al. (2014), and can be classified
as a purposeful sample (Patton, 1990). Our goal was to reach saturation of our main
concepts. For an overview of the background characteristics (group size, sex,
age, year of education, familiarity with the show) see Table 2. First, law- and
psychology students were recruited via snowball sampling from the social
networks of the interviewers as well as the interviewees. This sample was based
on the motivation that their potential distinctive frame of reference and relevance
structures would match the moral reasoning and relevance structures of MACs
in Dexter to a certain degree. After reaching saturation and analyzing the first
round of interviews, we noticed that many psychology students discussed the
moral predicaments of Harry Morgan as a father and nurturer. Therefore, we
also approached and interviewed respondents whose education explicitly
referred to Harry’s parental moral dilemmas, that is developmental psychology
students (n = 10; with socio-demographic characteristics as similar as possible to
the other students).

Quality Measures: Validity and Reliability

The interviews were conducted by students who received 9 hours of interview
training, in which they were trained how to use the interview guide and
practiced conducting in-depth interviews. In this context the internal validity as
well as the reliability of the study were secured by peer debriefing: during the
process of interviewing interviewers constantly reflected on their work in
consultation with the main researchers, to ensure that the topic list (see Table 1)
was consistently used (Boeije, 2010; Patton, 1990). The setup of this study also
enabled researcher triangulation. The use of several interviewers and the involvement
of several key-researchers in the analysis of the data compensated for single-
researcher bias (Boeije, 2010). The internal validity was also secured by member
checks: the researchers reported back to the participants to provoke critical
response (Boeije, 2010; Patton, 1990). This process strengthened the accuracy,
fairness, and validity of the data.
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Table 2 General characteristics of respondents
Law Students

Psychology
Students

Developmental
Psychology Students

Sex: /

13/15

9/14

0/10

Familiar with show: Y/N
Year of education:
(1/2/3/4/4-up)

10/18

6/17

0/10

10/2/6/10

6/4/6/7

2/2/3/3

28

23

10

N

Analyses

In-depth interviews were held in Dutch, audiotaped and transcribed verbatim
and subsequently analyzed using the qualitative data analysis program
MaxQDA. The analysis was grounded in two distinct phases (Boeije, 2010). In
the exploration phase the researchers formulated as many codes that could be
relevant in view of grounds for moral evaluations. In the subsequent specification
phase, axial or focused coding was used to further specify the concepts and
categories in relation to the central questions and related topics, such as moral
evaluations driven by moral reasoning, viewer characteristics and interplay of
both. Thus, the codes and categories were ordered in a way that would describe
the aspects relevant to the research questions (Boeije, 2010). This phase resulted
in two specific models that demonstrate the variation in grounds for moral
evaluation over different viewer groups (law- and [developmental] psychology
students of various years of education).

Results
The results revealed that law students on the one hand (developmental)
psychology students on the other distinctively vary in their grounds for moral
evaluations; therefore, we ordered the results in these two groups of student
viewers. Moreover, the main routes per different viewer group are summarized
in conceptual models (Figure 2 for law students, and Figure 3 for [developmental]
psychology students), which specify and deepen the model outlined in the
theoretical framework (Figure 1).

Law Students

Roughly speaking, the main routes towards moral judgments of law students
were mainly driven by the morally ambiguous text characteristics of Dexter (left
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side of the theoretical framework; see Figure 2.). We could distill two major
routes from the data. First, moral evaluations of law students were primarily
based on the moral relevance structures of Dexter as a character: the strict
guidelines of The Code versus Dexter’s moral predicaments and morally
ambiguous motivations and justifications as articulated in the narrative, which
leads in the end to nuanced moral judgments (see Figure 2). Second, specifically
the more experienced law students also grounded their moral evaluation in
their own “pre-professional” moral toolbox, which emphasized a procedural
way of thinking and acting. As a consequence, this particular group of law
students made an explicit distinction between Dexter as character and Dexter as
professional role model, and compared The Code with the procedures of law to
come to moral judgments. This specific moral evaluation leads in the end to very
clear-cut and strict moral judgments about the actions and motivations of Dexter
(see Figure 2).
Moral evaluations driven by The Code and moral relevance structures of
Dexter. It was surprising that – despite their educational background – most of
the law students strongly liked vigilante killer Dexter as a character, specifically
in his role as murderer (16 out of 28). As a result of this identification, the rules
of Dexter’s Code mainly guided their moral evaluations. If the killing of Dexter
was explicitly and strongly rejected it was mostly because of the horridness
and vividness of the killing, instead of the unlawfulness of the murdering act
(2 out of 28).
Due to a positive disposition towards the protagonist in the story and his
moral predicaments, many law students would justify or would refuse to
unambiguously condemn Dexter’s “immoral” behavior (21 out of 28). Most law
students trivialized the murdering of Dexter in comparison with other “real”
murderers (e.g., murderers without “morals”) by referring to his vigilante goals
and motives or mitigating circumstances. In the following quote the interviewee
for example casts a tremendous amount of “weight” on the fact that Dexter
upholds the value of vigilantism, which leads to a very nuanced moral evaluation
of Dexter’s murdering behavior. The moral rules that were violated by Dexter are
acknowledged by the respondent, but eventually are deemed as less important:
“R: “…ehm, well yes, I think that Dexter as killer spoke to me the most, just because
he truly kills only bad people. And ehm, he does meticulous research and does not act
rashly … It might be difficult to have sympathy for a serial killer, they should not live
a normal happy life I think after the killing … So I do not condone what he does,
however I mean … on the other hand I also fully understand his behavior” (Female,
18 years, first year law student, not familiar with show)
Despite the fact that the respondent finds murder in general immoral, she
characterizes Dexter as moral and careful, signifying empathy for the character.
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Figure 2 Routes of coming to moral judgments on actions and motivations of characters in Dexter by law students
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When everything – including his murdering – is considered, Dexter’s behavior
is understood.
In its extreme form, mediated closeness towards Dexter led to, for mostly first
and second year law students, explicit anticipation of Dexter’s success in
achieving his vigilante goals:
I really felt that by following the main character, you actually hope that he will catch
the murderer and that he will torture him is of secondary importance. You just want
him to catch the killer and succeed. (…) And what Dexter does after he catches him
does not bother me at all (…) (Male, 19 years, first year law student, not familiar
with show)
As a consequence, many law students (15 out of 28) – specifically viewers who
liked Dexter in his part as murderer – lawfully disengage (for justice purposes):
They set their personal beliefs about the immorality of murder aside in order to
be able to enjoy the narrative from the point of view that they have come to share
with Dexter.
Mediated dialogue: The Code versus law procedures. Primarily law students
further along in their curriculum not only grounded their moral evaluations in
morally ambiguous relevance structures of the narrative, but also correspondingly referred to a specific frame of mind that they acquired during their study.
This group of law students referred to legal protocols as a rational moral system,
and evaluates the behavior in the story based on these morally clear-cut procedures.
When the professional opinions were at odds with happenings in the text, there
was no room for nuance in the judgment. The respondent then distanced himself
from the text, but still used the text, specifically the procedure of The Code,
to illustrate the (rightness) of professionally held opinions. Specifically, law
students further along in the curriculum disapproved of The Code. This disapproval
was not rooted in differences between The Code and personally held beliefs,
but in conflicts with a professional view of ethics.
“I: And how do you feel about the way in which Dexter decides someone’s guilt?
R: Well, there is no room for the adversarial process and that is wrong. It’s rather
simple, when there are three parties involved … well I mean two parties and a Judge.
Someone who prosecutes and someone who defends. The victim and the accused.
There are two independent parties who state and work their case without interference
of emotions. Thorough research and the possibility that the accused may speak up.
Well, Dexter doesn’t give them that possibility. The guy is not able to talk, due to the
stupid plastic thing in his mouth.” (Male, 20 years, third year law student)
This interviewee, for example, considered Dexter as a “bad” professional role
model, because his behavior was not in correspondence with the formal and
objective procedure of defense: Dexter does not give the accused murderer the
possibility to speak out in a court setting.
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(Developmental) Psychology Students

Interestingly, in contrast to law students with limited experience, almost all of
the (developmental) psychology students immediately expected to see elements
of their own future career portrayed in the morally ambiguous professional
lives that they were watching. Even almost all the first year students morally
evaluate Dexter from a professional point-of-view as if he were a “real” patient
who should be treated by a “real” psychotherapist. As a consequence, both
psychology- and developmental psychology students grounded their moral
evaluations far more in professional moral beliefs (see Figure 3) than the moral
relevance structures in the narrative than law students. This professional moral
judgment entailed a moral evaluation that explicitly arose from the professional
identity or role of the psychologist and/or pedagogue (in training), his or her
theoretical or practical knowledge, and the strong belief that psychotherapy is in
the end effective.
As a consequence, there was more distancing from the narrative. Instead of
mentioning main protagonist Dexter as most appealing like the majority of the
law students and (developmental) psychology students liked a broad variety of
different other characters, and their judgments were mostly grounded in viewer
characteristics. Dexter’s stepfather Harry Morgan (8 out of 34) and/or Dexter as
a child (8 out of 34) were most appealing to both psychology and – relatively
even more strongly – developmental psychology students (9 out of 10).
Professional moral judgment as ground for moral evaluations included two
different starting points for these evaluations: referencing to diagnostics and
professional ideals and self-referential professional engagement. The first route
is grounded in clear-cut professional guidelines that distinguished between
non-pathological (moral) and pathological (immoral), which leads to rather
clear-cut diagnoses and connected moral judgments. The second route is
grounded in recognizing the complexity of underlying moral dilemmas and
different moral perspectives in the narrative from a professional and realistic
point-of-view.
Moral evaluations grounded in diagnostics and professional ideals. When
the moral evaluation was guided by the professional guidelines regarding
pathology, the viewer used characteristics, traits and symptoms belonging to
certain psychological disorders to evaluate Dexter’s behavior. Especially first
and second year (developmental) psychology students (12 out of 14) were eager
to reason by diagnostic “flowcharts” to identify Dexter’s pathological personality.
Dexter’s urge to kill was seen as obsessive and since he seems to kill for pleasure
(even as a child), his behavior is characterized as pathological. According to
these interviewees Dexter’s moral misbalance should be seen a result of his
specific mental disease:
103

104

AMBIGUOUS JUDGMENTS

Professional
moral beliefs

Moral
make-up:
Idealism

STRICT JUDGMENTS

Professional
(pathology & treatment)

Years of education

Professional
engagement:
Realism

Primacy viewer

psychology students

Figure 3 Routes of coming to moral judgments on actions and motivations of characters in Dexter by (developmental)

Primacy story

Moral evaluation
of motives & actions
in Dexter

CHAPTER 4

ANALYZING MORAL EVALUATIONS OF DEXTER

“(..) he is completely fascinated by how people commit crimes and kill. He enjoys the
ways in which the blood flows and congeals. To him that is art and well that is…
pathological” (male, 21 years, first year psychology, not familiar with the
show)
These students morally evaluated from a professional distance from the text and
the characters, thereby exalting not only professional diagnostic instruments,
but also strict professional ideals about healing these mental abnormalities of
the ‘diagnosed’ characters with therapeutic treatment. Moreover, they distanced
themselves from the idea that even though Dexter’s urge to kill is limited
and focused, it is still not a possibility for him to suppress this urge completely.
They grounded their strict moral judgment in the ideal that psychotherapy in
the end can help to fully control pathological impulses. One respondent (female,
19 years, first year psychology student) morally approved of The Code, however
revealed a distinct belief in the idea(l) that Dexter’s behavior and urges could
have been modified and suppressed by means of therapy from a young age:
I: ’How do you feel about that? The Code of Harry I mean?
R: Well, I think that it is good. However, it would have been preferable for him to
have had a fitting form of therapy which is obviously out there … that way they
could have explored if anything other than the Code could have helped him, that
would have been my first idea … [laughs]
By offering an even better solution for Dexter’s problems the respondent actually
distanced herself from Harry’s actions, thereby showing an absolute belief in
the healing power of psychotherapy.
Moral evaluations grounded in self-referential professional engagement.
This concept means that the respondents referred to “theoretical experiences”
(the retrieved theoretical knowledge that is applicable to the professional field)
or cases that he or she encountered while in residency or in the educational field.
Contrary to the first and second year students, it seems that the more experienced
students recognized the underlying moral complexities of the actions and
motivations in Dexter and other MACs as presented in the narrative and
showcased a greater willingness to engage with the moral deliberations in the
text, and less distance towards the characters.
For example, many master students refer to complicating conditions that
might prevent the professional to reach his or her goal, such as finding the right
diagnoses. This group of respondents explicitly questioned the context of Dexter’s
behavior by their professional knowledge and were aware of subtleties and
complicating circumstances that are not addressed in general diagnostic guidelines.
A respondent articulated Harry’s despair as a parent, underlining that the
pathological behavior of his son would be something “that he would have to deal
with on a daily basis” and acknowledges that finding the “right” therapy could be
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a struggle (male, 25 years, fifth year psychology student, not familiar with show).
While another master student (female, 23 years, fourth year developmental
psychology student, not familiar with show), stressed the complex influence of
nature versus nurture in the formation of character and is hesitant in judging or
placing blame.

Discussion
This explorative study aimed to map the moral grounds that play a role in
coming to moral evaluations of an episode of Dexter by different student groups
that are educationally related to the ethical dilemmas, ethical violations, and
moral standards presented in the show. Our analysis provides support for the
notion that student groups with varying educational backgrounds indeed
employ different conceptions of morality. They value different protagonists and
elements of the narrative, have different moral orientations, and they evaluate at
different levels of moral ambiguity (cf. Tamborini et al., 2012; Zillman, 2000),
for example in their appeal and acceptance of vigilantism, murder, and (ab)
normality.
First year law students were, in general, guided by the morally ambiguous
relevance structures of vigilante killer Dexter as presented in the show, and
neglected the law as a system in their moral evaluations. In contrast, first and
second year (developmental) psychology students mainly focused on care,
holding strong moral beliefs especially about their profession that guided them
in their moral evaluations. Instead of following the moral reasoning of the text,
they refer to a norm-based professional world governed by clear-cut diagnostic
instruments and corresponding therapy. The actions of the MACs in the storyline
do not meet their ideas of the professional standard or personal ideal, and they
rely on a sense of moral certainty. The stringent and disapproving moral
evaluations of the morally complex show by first and second year (developmental)
psychology students are mainly based on their strongly idealized images of the
profession, diagnostic protocols, and therapy.
However, most older law students are far more strongly driven by ruledriven ideas of the professional standard or ideal of their future profession
compared to first years law students. The law and law-related procedures seem
to provide them with a sense of (external) moral certainty, whereby the law
seemed to be an end in itself rather than a means to an end (justice). They contrast
the moral relevance structures of MACs with the law, and therefore use a
procedural way of moral reasoning that they are taught in school (Willging &
Dunn, 1982; see Figure 4). As they move further along in the curriculum they are
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therefore less open to the morally ambiguous and vigilante reasoning in Dexter
than less experienced law students.
Experienced (developmental) psychology students appear to have a more
abstract and developed reasoning in moral evaluations than experienced law
students (cf. Kohlberg, 1969), which is marked by a growing realization of the
moral complexities, context and inconsistencies of their professional rules and
regulations in reality. These students showcased less idealistic moral evaluations
than less experienced (developmental) psychology students. Despite the fact
that they still strongly believe that Dexter’s mental disorder is treatable, they
also recognize the dilemmas that Dexter and his surroundings are facing,
evincing a more nuanced and realistic view of the profession and professional
ethics, rooted in both theoretical (students’ retrieved theoretical knowledge that
is applicable to the professional field) and practical experiences.
In general, it seems that there is a sliding scale in moral evaluations.
As students gain more experience in the field, their moral evaluations slowly
become less black-and-white, less idealistic. At the same time, moral evaluations
become more grounded in multiple and conflicting perspectives and students’
professional experiences (cf. Becker et al., 1961; Perry, 1999). As a consequence,
the moral predicaments in Dexter create an ethical playground for moral
discussion. We conclude that the route a specific student takes in forming moral
evaluations, is dependent on the amount of “pre-professional” experience
(cf. Van Ommen et al., 2014). An integration of routes towards moral evaluations
by law- and (developmental) psychology students in different phases of their
moral professional development is presented in Figure 4.
Interestingly, even though there are differences in pre-professional experience
and preferences in protagonists, psychology and pedagogy sciences students
showed remarkable similarities in the grounds for moral evaluations of Dexter.
An explanation for this intersection could be that the study programs of
psychology and developmental psychology strongly overlap on aspects that are
related to the moral predicaments in Dexter.
It is also notable that law students initially lack the professional frame of
reference in their moral evaluations. An explanation could be that the professional
frame of reference which first year (developmental) psychology students express
is not really “pre-professionalism”, but merely a stronger idealism relative to
first law students. Strong idealism for offering – psychological – therapeutic care
seems to verify the results from the study by Becker, Geer, Hughes and Strauss
(1961). They charted medical students’ strong idealistic perceptions about the
medical care profession at the start of their education.
Furthermore, because the (Developmental) Psychology group is biased with
regard to gender, the observed differences in moral evaluations might reflect
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gender differences in moral reasoning. For example Jaffee and Hyde (2000) found
differences in the care orientation-favoring females and small differences in the
justice orientation-favoring males. Also literature that specifically focuses on
moral reasoning of law students found a relationship between conceptions of
the law and gender (Janoff, 1991). However, during the curriculum the care
perspective of women decreases, and after one year there are no significant
gender differences because all students mainly embrace the justice oriented
moral reasoning (Janoff, 1991). Therefore, specifically for our findings on students
further in their curriculum, it is unlikely that that gender differences play a
prominent role.
All in all, in line with previous research in other professional domains our
results seem to suggest that those teachers and critics who favor using
audio-visual and morally ambiguous narratives, such as a crime drama as
Dexter, for the ethics education of students are on the right track (cf. Weaver,
Wilson & Langendyk, 2014). By using the series as an elicitation technique to
spark discussion about how moral judgments about certain professional issues
come about, it is possible to reveal how law and (developmental) psychology
students conceptualize and structure the professional world they are becoming
part of and the moral problems they will come to face. The moral uncertainty of
Dexter as a text makes it more interesting as a stimulus in a teaching environment
because it will not cue a certain moral evaluation pattern with the viewer
(cf. Lane, 2001), and the moral evaluations will be cued mostly by professional
knowledge and experience or a lack thereof. This enables teachers to engage in
discussions about what certain professional rules and regulations mean, why
they are in place, and whether students understand them correctly, hopefully
creating an even better ethical awareness within a new generation of professionals.
Building on our results, we would like to give teachers three recommendations.
Firstly, we recommend making use of the moral deliberations in the show. Our
narrative analysis revealed that Dexter develops according to a classic Hollywood
model (Weijers, 2014), in which (moral) choices have to be made by the main
character. These choices continuously articulate a latent conflict of values.
Teachers could stop the show on these choice moments, and zoom in on the
complexities of the moral predicament of the protagonists and the various
perspectives on this predicament by other characters, for example in the setting
of a role-play. Secondly, teachers should make use of the differences in moral
evaluations of different groups of viewers, by confronting students with moral
interpretations of specific professionals with different backgrounds and experiences.
Lastly, we recommend that such shows be incorporated in the later years of the
education, since the first-year students lack the frame of professional reference
or nuance to actually see to the heart of the professional dilemmas at hand.
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As with all studies, this project was not without limitations, which open up
interesting avenues for future research. This study argues that theoretical
experience increased the moral tolerance and nuance of (developmental)
psychology students and decreased it for law students. This might be influenced
by other factors such as age (because most of the less experienced students in the
sample were considerably younger than the more experienced) and the specific
learning objectives of the education program (see Armon & Dawson 1997).
Despite its limitations, the explorative study provides a substantial empirical
base for the use of contemporary TV-shows featuring MACs as protagonist(s) as
effective tools in moral education programs. This fits in nicely with a line of
teaching, particularly in the medical domain, where teachers of medical and
nursing students, have already turned to fictional shows featuring MACs for
input in their classes on medical ethics and diagnostics (see for an overview:
Hoffman et al., 2017). Furthermore, it seems that in the psychological domain
experts also start to approach morally ambiguous drama series as a helpful and
adequate tool to reflect on professional dilemmas. In the book The psychology of
Dexter (DePaulo, 2012) several psychologists and criminologists shed their light
on the challenging and profound psychological complexities of Dexter, and
discuss and analyze Dexter Morgan as if he is a “real” patient.
All in all, the results of our research show empirical support for the assumption
that TV-shows can trigger various well-founded moral evaluations. Dexter (and
other morally ambiguous shows referring to different professional settings) could
provide for the necessary ingredients for debate, a moral playground for students
in which moral views could be argued about, explored and put to the test.
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CHAPTER 5

Abstract
Popular love stories delude us with visions that true love empowers or makes us
“lose ourselves”, and are there for each of us for the taking. But what if all of
these images of love are scrutinized in a TV-series? That’s what happens in the
TV-series Gossip Girl. How to make sense of a TV-series that does not have a
clear-cut message about love but constantly elevates the discussion on (types of)
romantic relationships? This exploratory study aims to provide insight in the
grounds of viewer’s moral evaluations of a diversity of romantic relationships in
Gossip Girl. Qualitative interviews were conducted among viewers (N = 90) on
an episode of Gossip Girl. Young, less-experienced viewers’ moral evaluations
are mainly driven by the Romantic ideal of “love as a fairytale”. They come to
terms with violations of the norms they adhere to, by neglecting or sweetening
these violations in order to stay true to their beliefs (i.e., “Romantic willing
suspension of disbelief”). Contrarily, experienced viewers include real life
necessities in moral evaluations, and use them to ponder “love as a battlefield”
as articulated in Gossip Girl.
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Introduction
Psychologists claim that love relationships are key contributor to overall
well-being (Diener, Suh, Lucas & Smith, 1999). However, many of us have faced
difficulties in understanding, finding and (re)shaping that mysterious thing
called “love”. According to Ricoeur (1988) human beings need stories, such as
love stories, to make our complex experienced realities intelligible. Sternberg
(1998) goes further, and claims that the kind of romantic relationship we create
depends on the kind of love stories we carry inside us. In Love is a story (1998) he
writes: “We relate better to love stories – whether in novels, plays, soap operas,
or elsewhere – than we do to the self-help books or magazine articles containing
lists of generic steps (...) to understand and improve our relationship” (p. 5).
Sternberg explains in this book that we, as audiences, can deeply connect to
these stories because they represent love emotionally instead of logically.
Audiences can also relate to these romantic stories because they touch upon
true ethical issues surrounding romantic relationships in our culture (Fiske,
1982, p. 21). Because the literature about romantic beliefs in Western culture
is inconsistent and contains multiple definitions, romantic beliefs can be best
interpreted as a continuum (cf. Giddens, 1992; Illouz, 1998; 2012; Kim & Hatfield,
2004, see Table 1). On the one end of the spectrum, people are Functional in their
quest for love, and, therefore, strategically protect or improve their social
position by selecting the right partner, for example based on financial or religious
considerations. On the other end of the spectrum, Western culture cherishes the
Romantic ideal of an emotional fusion between unique and predestined soul
mates (Giddens, 1992; Illouz, 1998; 2012; Kim & Hatfield, 2004). In Postmodernity,
romantic relationships are not only expected to be Romantic, but in itself a Functional
vehicle for self-realization as well (Giddens, 1992). Therefore, this romantic belief
is positioned in the center of the continuum. According to Illouz (2012), the
conflicting moral extremes of this popular romantic belief cannot be combined
in actual romantic relationships, and might explain why partners nowadays
marry less, and divorce more often than a few decades ago (Gorman, 2013).
Given media narratives’ immense popularity as an information source in
our search for love (Bachen & Illouz, 1996; Holmes, 2007), we need to explore
how love stories represent this complex era of romantic relationships, and how
viewers give moral meaning to characters’ predicaments on love. These questions
become even more pressing when one sees the sharp contrasts between media’s
polished portrayal of fictional love as Romantic Utopia (Illouz, 1998) on the one
hand, the scarcity and complexity of enduring romantic relationships in real life
on the other (Latten & Boterman, 2012). As an illustration, in romantic comedies
the line of reasoning in the narrative, more generally termed as moral reasoning
117

CHAPTER 5

Table 1 Overview of romantic beliefs in Western culture, as presented

in a continuum with two extreme ends, namely Functionalistic
versus Romantic beliefs, based on the review of Giddens (1992),
Illouz (1998; 2012) and Kim and Hatfield (2004)
Functionalistic

Postmodern

Romantic

Historical
roots:

Traditional

Postmodern

(Pre)modern

Behaviour:

Rational

Both rational &
emotional

Emotional

Main goal:

Survival of the group
and protect or improve
social position within
that group

Completion of
the individual by
emotional fusion
as self-realization

Completion by
emotional fusion of two
partners

Partner is:

Strategically chosen,
based on practical
considerations.

The One, who is unique
The One, as long as
it doesn’t pass a thread and predestined
to self-realization

Main result:

Stabil relationship and
practical care

Fluid relationship(s)
and personal
experiment

Stabil relationship,
romantic love and
practical care

in the text (cf. Raney 2004) usually culminates in the Romantic promise that all
people will eventually find their One and Only (Bachen & Illouz, 1996; Holmes,
2007; Illouz, 1998). Nonetheless researchers are questioning the impact of the
articulated moral message that ‘one always will find a unique and perfect
partner at the end of the story’ on societal reality. The uncompromising
endorsement of this belief might actually prevent developing and maintaining
healthy instead of utopic romantic relationships in reality (Baucom et al., 1996;
Holmes, 2007).
When it concerns the representation of romantic relationships, the American
teenage TV soap opera Gossip Girl is an important case. Gossip Girl is also highly
popular (Prezler & Rovzar, 2008). It showcases a variety of romantic beliefs,
embodied in romantic relationships of characters facing a range of romantic
predicaments (Prezler & Rovzar, 2008). Moreover, the validity of different views
on love is constantly questioned in the moral reasoning of the show. Because the
show resembles the long-running story structure of a soap (cf. Fiske, 1987),
all types of romantic relationships in Gossip Girl are in a continuous state of
flux and tension, not only with each other, but even more prominently within
themselves itself. Moreover, the moral predicaments of the characters about love
and relationships are almost never truly resolved. Gossip Girl, therefore, reflects
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and discusses contemporary societal moral conflicts on love, instead of promoting
romantic ideals in any shape in a clear-cut way.
Given that Gossip Girl’s moral reasoning continuously presents a morally
ambiguous discussion of different opinions and ideals connected to love and
romantic relationships; we may ask how viewers come to “moral judgments
about the action and motives of the different protagonists” (i.e., “moral evaluation”,
Raney, 2005, p.351-352), regarding love? How do moral evaluations work for
Gossip Girl wherein romantic beliefs are narrated via the different points-of-view
of characters that are continuously and unendingly struggling with the meaning
and completion of romantic relationships? How do viewers come to moral
judgments when a morally certain frame of reference is missing? How do the
different forms of moral reasoning about love, and viewers’ own romantic beliefs
and (complex) experiences in postmodern society play a role in these moral
evaluations?
We assume that all viewer groups are struggling with contradictions
between different conceptions of love. However, we expect that for young people
the ultimate goal is realizing the Romantic ideal (cf. Bachen & Illouz, 1996).
That ideal is put under tension by postmodern (e.g. “I will not lose myself in a
relationship”) or functional aspects (e.g. “Can I ignore class differences, or
wishes of my parents?”) that are also important to them. Older people might
also have (developed) different ideals, but they are may be confronted with
moral tensions too (e.g., a partner who does pursue romantic ideals). Viewers’
potential distinctive frame of reference, romantic experience level and relevance
structures towards love and romantic relationships (e.g., ideals and beliefs) may
match the moral reasoning and pursuing goals of characters in Gossip Girl in
different ways.
This exploratory study aims to deepen the discussion on the moral meaning
viewers give to romantic television content, by using a television series that not
only explicitly and unambiguously discusses Romantic Utopia, that is everpresent in popular media, but also a broad palette of other ideological love
stories. To substantiate this aim as broadly as possible, we map the moral
grounds that play a role in coming to moral evaluations of an episode of Gossip
Girl by viewers of different age groups, with differences in romantic moral
makeup and/or degrees of (mediated) romantic experiences.

Theoretical Frame

Earlier research focusing on moral evaluations of morally ambiguous drama
series has mostly started from the assumption that (specific groups of) viewers
have a specific moral makeup that might relate to the experience and moral
reasoning of the predicaments in the series (Tamborini, Eden, Bowman,
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Grizzard & Lachlan, 2012; Zillmann, 2000). So far, the bulk of this research
focuses on professional viewer groups that share specific real-life knowledge and
experiences with regard to the moral dilemmas and experiences of morally
ambiguous drama series such as Dexter, The Sopranos or House M.D. (Van
Ommen, Daalmans & Weijers, 2014; Van Ommen, Daalmans, Weijers, de Leeuw
& Buijzen, 2016; Van Ommen, Daalmans, Weijers, Eden, de Leeuw, & Buijzen,
2017). This raises the question: How do moral evaluations work when morally
ambiguous drama series focus on a generally accessible? theme that is applicable
for and familiar to all viewer groups, and is omnipresent in popular media,
namely the theme of love, romantic relationships and its ethics?
According to Zillmann (2000), viewers of drama series in general function as
“untiring moral monitors” (Zillmann, 2000). This means that viewers continually
judge what they see on screen, and their ongoing verdicts influence the valence
and intensity of the affective dispositions toward the protagonists (e.g., Eden,
Grizzard, & Lewis, 2011; Janicke & Raney, 2015; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013).
This assumption underlies the Affective Disposition Theory (ADT: Raney, 2004;
2005; Zillmann, 2000), which states that the enjoyment of a narrative depends on
the viewer’s affective disposition toward a character based on the congruency of
the viewers moral make up and the character’s actions, motivations and outcome
within the narrative.
However, Zillmann (2000) also asserts that moral judgment is not universal,
and that judgments may vary across morality subcultures. In his paper Zillmann
calls for exploration of these morality subcultures. Furthermore, supplementary
to the ADT literature, Raney (2004) has outlined that viewer groups engage
differently with morality because of the narrative. In addition to moral evaluations
as a result of viewers’ self-morality, Raney questioned if viewers’ moral judgments
might also arise out of the narrative experience—via a notion of closeness
towards the moral reasoning in the narrative (Extended ADT). Bilandzic (2006)
termed this mediated closeness. Viewers transported to the narrative world (Green,
Brock & Kaufman 2004) would be tempted to adhere to the moral of the story.
Bilandzic further elaborated on viewer characteristics that might affect a type of
closeness towards events portrayed in the narrative, by emphasizing viewers’
personal biographical situation in relation to these events (‘experiential closeness’).
This poses the question: what if the moral of the story/stories is not unambiguous
but ambivalent? What if the focus in the moral reasoning is not only based on
characters facing moral predicaments but also addresses a range of different
romantic relations? And what if the viewers’ experiences are not clear cut but
also subject to debate, doubt because the moral makeup on love is not as firm as
a rock?
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Building on (E)ADT (Raney, 2004, 2005; Zillmann, 2000) and the different
“readings” or “modes” or “closeness” towards the narrative as described by
Michelle (2007) and Bilanzic (2006), we distinguish three separate routes of
viewers to come to moral evaluations of Gossip Girl that can be placed on a
continuum: (1) driven by the morally ambiguous reasoning in the narrative
(transparent mode, Michelle, 2007; mediated closeness, Bilandzic, 2006), (2) driven by
viewers’ own romantic experience, knowledge and moral makeup (discursive
mode, Michelle, 2017; experiential closeness, Bilandzic, 2006), or (3) via the
relationship between both moral reasoning and viewers’ characteristics
(referential mode, Michelle, 2017). The various theoretical notions, and its relation
to those three routes are summarized in Table 2.

Romantic experience as theoretical indicator for moral evaluations

Previous results show that viewers’ experience in the professional domain plays
an important role in moral evaluations according to the degree of ‘professional’
experience (for example, Lim & Seet, 2008; Singer, 1996; Van Ommen et al., 2014,
2016, 2017; Weaver, Morse & Mitcham, 2008). For example, Van Ommen et al.
(2017) found that law students follow the unlawful reasoning of vigilante killer
Dexter instead of their own moral makeup; yet slowly develop a professional,
strict procedural, point-of-view during their education. Conversely (developmental)
psychology students ground moral evaluations instantly in professionalism,
but proceed from an idealistic to a more realistic and nuanced point-of-view,
rooted in professional experiences.
Moral makeup, such as romantic beliefs, is a result of and mediated by
personal experiences and (cultural) environment (Schutz, 1962). Moreover,
moral makeup is partly based on group or community norms and the social and
ideological positions a person adheres to (Tamborini, Eden, Bowman, Grizzard
& Lachlan, 2012; Schutz, 1962). These principles are partly based on group or
community norms and the social and ideological positions to which a person
adheres (Schutz, 1962; Tamborini, Eden, Bowman, Grizzard & Lachlan, 2012).
As previously argued (See Table 1), one can differentiate between two dominant
outlooks on love, namely Romanticism and Functionalism and a third in-between
belief: Postmodern love (Giddens, 1992; Illouz, 1998; 2012; Kim & Hatfield, 2004).
As Zillmann (2000) asserts, substantial variance exists between individuals with
regard to the relevance of various moral concerns, in this case: love. Furthermore,
we assume that these specific moral principles can be rooted in past (mediated)
experiences, such as Romantic ideals represented in popular media (Illouz, 1996).
In terms of real-life experiences, involvement with and judgments about
romantic media narratives may also be based on experiential closeness (Bilandzic,
2006), and not so much on mediated closeness. In the case of experiential
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Do viewers’ moral judgments
arise out of the narrative
experience….
Transparent mode
A significant proportion of
audience reception does not
critically deconstruct what is
seen or heard. Viewers may allow
themselves to be completely
absorbed and overwhelmed by
some narratives: the narrative
provides the primary resources
for its interpretation. In contrast
to rationalist sequence, this is
an intuitive sequence (Lee &
Shapiro, 2014).
Mediated closeness
Moral judgments arise out of the
narrative experience, via a notion
of closeness with the moral
reasoning in the narrative.

EADT
(Raney, 2004;2005)

Reception mode Theory
(Michelle, 2007)

Bilandzic, 2006

Primacy narrative

Referential mode
In referential mode perceive the
text as standing alongside the real
world, and make comparisons
and analogies between that
depicted reality and their own
knowledge and experiences of
the “real” world.

…

Primacy interaction narrative
and viewer characteristics

Experiential closeness
Viewer characteristics might
affect a type of closeness towards
events portrayed in the narrative,
by emphasizing viewers’
personal biographical situation
in relation to these events.

Discursive mode
Receptions framed in discursive
mode address the text’s
propositional or “message”
content – that is, its ideological
connotations. Once the message
is identified, viewers express
their position in response to that
message. In contrast to intuitive
sequence, this is a rationalist
sequence (Lee & Shapiro, 2014).

Or do viewers’ moral
judgments arise out of viewer
characteristics?

Primacy viewer characteristics

Continuum of routes towards moral evaluations

Table 2 Overview theories in relation to potential different routes of moral evaluations Gossip Girl
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closeness, a viewer might recognize a romantic predicament in Gossip Girl due
to past similar experience and base their moral evaluation on this personal
relevance and recognition. In this context, we presuppose that differences in
biographical context (in this case the romantic background of viewers of different
stages in their love life) will create differences in experiential closeness towards
morally ambiguous drama that focuses on moral dilemmas that are related to
their (future) “career” in the romantic field. These differences may result in
different routes towards viewers’ moral evaluation of romantic relationships.

Research Questions

Because the narratives in Gossip Girl are morally ambiguous (three types of
romantic relationships, each of them loaded with predicaments), we assume that
there will be differences in moral evaluations by different groups of viewers as
a result of their distinctive viewer characteristics, such as romantic moral
principles, real-life knowledge and (mediated) experiences with regard to the
actions and motivations related to love and relationships of character’s in Gossip
Girl. The broad range of possible theoretical routes towards moral evaluations,
as outlined, leads us to the following research questions:
RQ1: How do different viewer groups in different stages of their love life
come to moral judgments about love and relationships in an episode of
Gossip Girl, and what are the grounds for their judgments?

Method
Overview

The study was based on 90 semi-structured in-depth interviews with respondents
with ages varying 15 to 71 years old and varying sexual orientations and
relationships statuses (single; in relationship; married; divorced etc.). The purpose
of qualitative research is to describe and understand moral evaluations in terms
of the meaning viewers bring to them or derive from them (Boeije, 2010, p. 9).
The research question was studied through flexible methods enabling contact
with viewers of morally ambivalent series to an extent that is necessary to grasp
what is going on in the field (Boeije, 2010, p. 11). It involved a cyclical process in
which the data gathering and analysis alternated, and were guided by continuous
reflection and interpretation through the identification and coding of themes
and categories of grounds for moral evaluations (Boeije, 2002).
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Materials

For this study the pilot episode of Gossip Girl (S01E01) was sampled. This episode
was screened for the respondents before the interview took place, and was
chosen as a good example of the moral uncertainty concerning love and different
romantic relationships that is typical for the show (see Table 3).
Before conducting the interviews, we conducted a qualitative content analysis
on the episode, which focused on narrative aspects (Altheide & Schneider, 2013;
Van Ommen et al., 2014) in order to unravel the moral dilemmas the main
characters face, and the viewer is confronted with. The analysis confirmed that
all the main characters faced moral predicaments on love and relationships,
such as conflicts over following the heart versus the mind, emotions versus ratio
and personal ideals versus group considerations. Furthermore, the analysis
shows that the narratives do not articulate a final moral closure (i.e., remained
morally ambiguous). Based on the analysis potential topics of discussion as well
as probing questions were distilled to be included in the interview guide.

Interview Guide

The results from the content analysis, coupled with the theoretical assumptions
about moral evaluations, formed the input for the interview guide for the
qualitative in-depth interviews. The semi-structured interview contained fixed
topics followed by probing tactics based on the respondents’ moral judgments.
We applied triangulation in data collection by approaching moral evaluations
via five different angles: After the screening, the respondents were asked to: (1)
describe a character they strongly liked or disliked and describe why; (2)
describe a (beginning) romantic relationship they strongly liked or disliked and
describe why; (3) to match characters according to their romantic preferences
and describe why; (4) to reproduce the different storylines in their own words
(implicitly inciting moral opinions); and (5) to talk about specific scenes in which
the character takes explicit moral standpoints on love. A selection of visuals
(stills) from the screened episode was used as stimuli to help the respondents
recall the narrative and get the interview started (Collier, 1967).

Participants

As mentioned earlier, we assume that all viewer groups are struggling with
contradictions between different conceptions of love. Moreover, our purposeful
sample (Patton, 1990) of viewers of different ages builds on the research of Van
Ommen et al. (2014, 2016, 2017) on professional moral development and moral
evaluations. Our goal was to reach saturation of our main concepts. For an
overview of the background characteristics of the participants (sex, age,
relationship status, and familiarity with the show) see Table 4.
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Nate wants to end his romantic
relationship with Blair, because
he has feelings for Serena.
However, he is obedient when
his father forbids him to do
that, because Blair’s mother
is a business partner of Nate’s
family.
Nate decides to continue his
relationship with Blair, but he
still has romantic feelings for
Serena and has cheated Blair
with her.
Head versus heart

Storyline

Unresolved predicament
in storyline

Latent moral predicament

Functionalistic

Head versus heart

Alison decided to leave her
husband, despite the fact that
they still love each other.

Rufus’ wife Alison has been
scarifying her life for the career
of her rock star husband for
years. Now, she has decided to
leave her husband to work on
self-realization.

Postmodern

Table 3 Overview of storylines and conflict in sampled episode of Gossip Girl (S01E01)

Heart versus head

Serena likes Dan. However,
because he is less rich and
popular, Serena’s mother finds
Dan not a good match in a
functionalistic sense.

Rich and popular Serena and
considerably less rich and
popular Dan have their first date
and fall in love

Romantic
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Table 4 General characteristics of respondents (N = 90)
Characteristics of respondents
Age:

15-71

Sex: /

27/63

Familiar with show: Y/N

24/66

Status: (Single/Relationship/Married/Divorced)

28/39/18/5

N

90

Firstly, only two age groups were recruited via snowball sampling from the social
networks of the interviewers as well as the interviewees, namely young people
(i.e., high school and college students; age 16-26 years old) and adults (i.e., 27
and up years old). After reaching saturation and analyzing the first round of
interviews, we noticed that moral evaluations of these viewers groups were
indeed distinctive. Therefore, based on tenets of theoretical sampling (Patton,
1990) – in particular on the idea of striving for maximum variation as well
as confirming or disconfirming cases – we also approached and interviewed
respondents in their late twenties and thirties (n = 30; with socio-demographic
characteristics as similar as possible to the other interviewees).

Quality Measures: Validity and Reliability

We used several techniques to secure the (internal) validity and reliability of the
study. The interviews were conducted by students who were trained as part of a
research seminar in qualitative interviewing of moral evaluations. The interviewers
received 9 hours of interview training, in which they were trained how to use
the interview guide and practiced conducting in-depth interviews. In this context
the internal validity as well as the reliability of the study were secured by peer
debriefing (Boeije, 2010; Patton, 1990). The setup of this study also enabled researcher
triangulation, because according to Boeije (2010), the use of several interviewers
can cancel out their biases, and the involvement of several key-researchers in
the analysis of the data can compensate for single-researcher bias. The internal
validity was also secured by member checks: the researchers reported back to
the participants to provoke critical response (Boeije, 2010; Patton, 1990).

Analyses

In-depth interviews were held in Dutch, audiotaped and transcribed verbatim
and analyzed using the qualitative data analysis program MaxQDA. The transcripts
formed the basis for the analysis. The analysis was grounded in two distinct
phases (Boeije, 2002, 2010). In the exploration phase the researchers stuck closely
126

ANALYZING MORAL EVALUATIONS OF GOSSIP GIRL

to the data by open or initial coding. This phase was used to formulate as many
codes that could be relevant in view of grounds for moral evaluations (Strauss
& Corbin, 1998) of love and relationships in Gossip Girl. In the subsequent
specification phase, axial or focused coding was used to further specify the
concepts and categories in relation to the central questions and related topics,
such as moral evaluations driven by moral reasoning, viewer characteristics
and interplay of both. Thus, the codes and categories were ordered in a way that
would describe the aspects that are relevant to the research question (Boeije,
2010). This phase resulted in two specific models that demonstrate the variation
in grounds for moral evaluation of different viewer groups (i.e., young adults
and adults with various experiences on love and relationships).

Results
The most prominent ground for moral reasoning for this specific group of
interviewees was with the primacy of the viewer. The analysis of the in-depth
interviews revealed that the main routes towards moral evaluations of love and
romantic relationships in Gossip Girl are mainly driven by viewers own romantic
beliefs: with different moral starting points, and in varying degrees. In the analysis,
we chose to zoom in on this side of the continuum, which is summarized in
Table 5.
Within the category “moral beliefs as starting point of moral evaluations”
we found that only “Romantic ideal” and “Postmodern beliefs” function as
roots for moral evaluations. Within these two beliefs we also found variations.
These two main dimensions are explored further, starting on “Romantic ideal
of viewer as map for moral evaluations”. Mostly teens and young adults
(+/- 15-39 years old) come to moral judgments about the behavior and motives
of characters in Gossip Girl in this specific way.
We then move toward “Postmodern beliefs of viewer as map for moral
evaluations”, where moral evaluations gradually become more and more influenced
by viewers’ own romantic experiences. Even though their age group is not the
target group of the show, mostly it was viewers over forty who came to moral
judgments about the behavior and motives of characters in Gossip Girl in this
specific way.
Finally, we will explain how Functional belief of viewers plays a (nonexisting) role in moral evaluations.
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Role of viewers’
romantic
experience

Moral make-up
of viewer as
main starting
point of
moral
evaluations
Gossip Girl

Functionalistic belief
• Not found

Postmodern beliefs:
.
• Gossip Girl interpreted as
romantic battlefield
• Experiential closeness
towards the moral
predicaments in the narrative

Romantic willing
suspension of
disbelief, even
though characters
showcase moral
transgressions of the
Romantic ideal.

Romantic Ideal:
• Gossip Girl interpreted as
romantic fairytale
• Ideological distance towards
the moral predicaments in
the narrative
Romantic willing
suspension of
disbelief, even though
Romanticism’s
validity was
deliberated in reality.

Postmodern
playground
for reflection
and discussion
on romantic
predicaments
in everyday
encounters.

Age of respondents as indicator of romantic experience

Romantic willing
suspension of
disbelief, even though
Romantic Utopia is
only a fairytale.

Variations of moral evaluations

Type of belief as flight path
for moral evaluations

Primacy of moral evaluations is with the primacy of the viewer, in particular viewers’ romantic moral make-up

Table 5 Overview of main results: main starting points and variations of moral evaluations of Gossip Girl.
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Romantic Ideal of Viewer as Map for Moral Evaluations

By the Romantic ideal, we mean that the moral evaluation and consequent moral
judgment arises from the individual’s moral hopes, dreams and ideas towards
love, and not so much from beliefs that arise from actual romantic experiences.
When the route towards moral judgments is mainly rooted in the Romantic
ideal of the viewer, viewers in varying degrees and forms made a stand against
the complex and morally ambiguous narratives of Gossip Girl in which postmodern and functional beliefs were part of the predicament.
This viewer group tremendously favored the storyline of Dan and Serena in
which characters romantic relationship is in line with Romanticism. This
relationship appears to be the most congruent with their personally held ideals
about love and was interpreted as most “authentic”. For example, respondents
appreciated the idea that in this storyline “love conquers social differences such as
popularity and money” (Female, 28 years, familiar with the show, married), that
this relationship is “authentic”, “the only relationship that is not fake” (Female, 22,
not familiar with show, relationship) and is “about being your true self instead of
what other think of you” (Female, 15 years, not familiar with the show, single).
Roughly speaking, when viewers’ Romantic ideal was the starting point of
coming to moral judgments about love and romantic relationships, the complex
and ambiguous narratives in Gossip Girl were interpreted as an unambiguous
Romantic narrative. in this instance, moral evaluations were then primarily
based on an active willingness to overrule the ambiguous and critical faculties
on love and romantic relationships as presented in the narratives, and
superimpose the underlying emotional strictness of viewers’ own Romantic
ideal. They ascribe the underlying emotional strictness of viewers’ own Romantic
ideal to the main characters.
As a result, moral interpretations of Gossip Girl were generally based on
the expectation that main characters are either “good” or “evil”, everything in
the story is predestined, and will eventually lead to a romantic outcome for the
main characters as in a fairytale. We defined this phenomenon as “Romantic
willing suspension of disbelief”.
We could distil three sub routes from the data for this specific category.
First, viewers grounded their moral evaluations in their own Romantic ideal,
thereby suppressing or even denying their rational opposition towards moral
transgressions of the Romantic ideal in the narrative. Second, viewers grounded
their moral evaluation in their own Romantic ideal, even though they declared
that Romantic Utopia is just a fairytale. Third, viewers grounded their moral
evaluation in their own Romantic ideal, even though they declared that their
ideals were actually contested in reality.
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Romantic willing suspension of disbelief, even though favorite characters
showcase moral transgressions of the Romantic ideal. When moral evaluations
are primarily based on an active willingness, viewers suspend the ambiguous
and critical faculties on love and romantic relationships as presented in the
narratives. They sacrifice the actual moral transgressions of the Romantic ideal
in the narratives, for the sake of upholding and maintaining their own Romantic
and idealistic view. This specifically happens when the transgression is articulated
in the narrative that is the most appealing to the viewer. This narrative is
most in line with the Romantic ideal: the storyline of Dan and Serena who fall
in love.
To illustrate: even when their favorite character showcased actions and
motivations that was not in line with their’ Romantic ideals, they are remarkable
lenient in their moral judgments towards them. They turn a blind eye towards
Serena’s transgression of romantic ideals in order to be absorbed in the romantic
love story of her and Dan.
This respondent (Female, 25 years, familiar with show, in a relationship) for
example is extremely mild toward the strategic behavior of Serena, who has
slept with her best friend’s boyfriend, and articulates for example alcohol and
relationship problems as mitigating factors. Contrarily, the moral transgression
(i.e. cheating) itself was strongly rejected.
I: You just said that Nate and Serena had sex while Nate was in a relationship with
Blair. And still you fancy Serena as one of your most favorite characters?
R: Yes. She did not betray anyone, she was single at that time. So, I don’t think she
was unfaithful. I mean, Serena is Blair’s best friend so maybe she betrayed Blair’s
friendship. But if someone is to blame, it would really be Nate. Serena is single at
that time so she was not unfaithful to a lover. Of course, it’s not a nice thing to do
towards your best friend but still I think Serena was not unfaithful.
I2: What do you think about her action in itself?
R: Nasty of course, that’s the unwritten law. You don’t do that, period. Very bad.
But… these things happen when you hit the bottle. A lot of things happen when you
are drunk. Combined with the crisis in Blair and Nate’s relationship and maybe
Serena and Blair did not get along that well, I can imagine things like this will
happen. Normally it would not have happened to Nate and Serena, not even drunk.
It will only happen if things are not going that well in a relation.
This exemplifies that in this route towards moral judgments there is a paradox
between on the one hand viewer’s own (stringent) rational norms (about cheating)
and values towards moral transgressions of Romantic beliefs, and on the other
hand viewer’s strong emotional idea about what love should be. Yet, instead of
discussing this paradox, they find mitigating circumstances (alcohol, being in a
“bad” relationship) for these moral transgressions. They deny the complexities
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in the narrative, for the sake of their adherence to the unambiguous Romantic
fairytale of Dan and Serena.
Romantic willing suspension of disbelief, even though Hollywood’s
Romantic Utopia is only a fairytale. When this “Romantic willing suspension
of disbelief” is present and Gossip Girl is interpreted as an unambiguous
Romantic fairytale, it is remarkable that viewers also recognized Hollywood
Romantic Utopia in it. These viewers critically anticipate on its narrative
expectations in their moral evaluations, and notice that Hollywood’s fairytale
image of love - conflicts with their idea of love in reality. Interestingly, they
project their rejection of Hollywood’s Romantic Utopia only on the narratives
that articulate Postmodern and Functional romantic relationships in Gossip Girl.
For example, these viewers decoded these specific narratives as “highly
entertaining”, yet “just a chick flick” (Female, 22 years, not familiar with show,
relationship), “an ordinary love story” (Female, 28 years, not familiar with show,
married), “a big cliché” (Male, 18 years, not familiar with show, single), “a Cinderella
story” (Male, 30 years, not familiar with show, in a relationship), “drama for
adolescents” (Male, 32 years, not familiar with show, single), and “a series that
leaves me comfortably mellow because finding the One and then getting married is how
it always works in this kind of series” (Female, 25 years, familiar with show, single).
In general, the notion that, in particular the non-Romantic narratives of Gossip
Girl, are rooted in the Romantic ideal (and is therefore not ‘real’), leads to a
certain distance towards the complex moral predicaments of characters in the
narrative.
Interestingly, despite recognizing Hollywood’s Romantic Utopia as a genre
full of cliché’s and fairy tale images, almost all moral evaluations of this particular
viewer group were still strongly driven by viewers’ own Romantic ideals.
The interesting thing is that this specific group of viewers base this judgment
on a pseudo-reference to romantic practice: the idea that romantic love should
be passionate and free of complexities. To illustrate this paradox a respondent
(male, 23 years old, single) evaluated the Romantic relationship of Blair and Nate
as “overemotional” and “dramatic” while typifying Dan and Serena as the most
“real” and “mature” relationship. However, he does not refer to real life
experiences but to his own Romantic beliefs, such as his belief in serendipity
and fate:
R: Well, what Blair and Nate have … sorry for saying this … but these are teenage
problems. Overemotional and dramatic (..) It is all based on prestige and power (..) I
think that what Serena and Dan have is more grown up. It is a relationship that feels
the most like a real life relationship for me. Not the little pesky things, about making
plans. Just plain liking each other, and wanting to be together. That is the most
important thing.
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I: What makes you say that Dan and Serena’s relationship is the most like a real
relationship?
R: Well, the randomness and spontaneity of real life. Serendipity. You can’t plan
relationships. You can meet the One by accident or fate. Well, that is what we would
all like to believe, it is what I believe in.
This exemplifies that in this route towards moral judgments there is a paradox
between on the one hand viewer’s rational idea that Romantic Utopia is a cliché
and just a fairytale, and on the other hand viewer’s emotional idea about what
love should be. Yet, instead of discussing this paradox, this particular group
also showcases Romantic willing suspension of disbelief towards the fact that
Gossip Girl explicitly and unambiguously discusses the Romantic Utopia. Instead
of pointing out that Gossip Girl actually deliberates the underlying Romantic
ideal, they reject it, for the sake of their preferred interpretation of the narrative
of Dan and Serena as unambiguous Romantic fairytale.
Romantic willing suspension of disbelief, even though its validity was
deliberated in reality. In general, the more experienced viewers strongly
recognized Romantic Utopia in Gossip Girl, but rejected this representation in
their moral evaluations by discussing its underlying Romantic ideal by using
Postmodern beliefs. The Romantic ideal was for this group also the starting
point of moral evaluations, but then they emphasize a more Postmodern, individualistic and rational variation of the Romantic belief on love and relationships
along the way. In general, their moral evaluations are more complex, and
opinions are nuanced by reflection on development of ideals and beliefs about
love, and related real life experiences.
In this specific type of moral evaluations viewers emphasize the importance
of being true to yourself as an individual, and finding a perfect match with
someone who also fits self-fulfillment. This concept illustrates that viewers
engaged more strongly with the predicaments of the characters in the narratives
of Gossip Girl in a self-referential way.
Despite the fact that interviewees stressed the fictitious character and fairy
tale like nature of the show, they referred to the underlying moral dilemmas that
made them think about their own changed position in cases they encountered.
Interestingly, this particular group made an explicit distinction between how
they would have evaluated Gossip Girl “before” (when they had the same age as
the main protagonists), and what they had learned about love and relationships
in their life so far.
A respondent (Female, 35 years, not familiar with the show, in a relationship),
for example, still recognized the “childlike” Romantic longing for love in the
young character of Jenny, who is almost sexually assaulted by Chuck.
Nevertheless, she also involves (or: saw it in relation to) her own life, and
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highlighted stringently how important it is to stay true to yourself as individual,
and not to lose your true self in a romantic relationship:
R: Yes… with Jenny it’s like: she wants to belong and I get that. If you are younger,
you want to belong to something. I know. So ehm… she continually makes bad
judgment calls. She did so with Chuck, and with Blair […] She is so young, and you
immediately notice that, because she’s so malleable … she just doesn’t see … She is
truly naïve. I think its adorable actually.
I: And how do you feel about Chuck being punched in the face?
R; Well, I will tell my children that its unacceptable. But actually I found that highly
justified.

Postmodern Beliefs of Viewer as Map for Moral Evaluations

Contrary to distancing towards the “fairy tale cliché’s” of Gossip Girl, in some
moral evaluations the underlying moral dilemmas in the storyline were
recognized more strongly. The starting point of moral evaluations is not a
Romantic ideal, but viewers own complex and conflicting Postmodern beliefs,
rooted in their own romantic experiences. These viewers showcased a greater
willingness to engage with all the presented romantic dilemmas, and in general
found almost all the characters appealing, interesting and challenging. They
interpreted the narrative of Gossip Girl for example as the “battleground of love”,
or “paradise lost” (Male, 71 years, not familiar with show, married).
Postmodern playground for reflection and discussion on romantic
predicaments in everyday encounters. Remarkably, whereas other variations
of moral evaluation are rooted in the perception that Gossip Girl’s representation
of love is not grounded in reality, more experienced adults acknowledged the
veracity of the particular situation. This willingness to engage with the moral
complexity of the text was showcased in various shades of answers. When
respondents refer and respond to the moral complexity of love and romance of
their own life, they experienced closeness towards the moral complexity of the
text.
Viewers’ personal love experiences – and the subsequent and resulting
personal views on love and relationships – is seen as a significant contra weight
next to the adherence to Romantic beliefs in their moral evaluations. These
experiences are almost always taken into consideration as grounds for moral
evaluation. The narratives then function as a launch pad for a dialogue, reflection
or discussion between mainly Romantic beliefs on the one hand and real life
Romantic, Postmodern and Functional experiences on the other hand. Contrary
to the fervent protection of romantic ideals, (negative) romantic real life
experiences are not kept out of the discussion, but are included in the formulation
and nuancing of the complex moral evaluations the viewers reach. For example,
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a respondent (Female, 46 years, not familiar with show, married), discusses both
Romantic and Postmodern (self-fulfillment) views on love, both rooted both in
role-taking and the social context of the character and personal experiences,
which leads to some very nuanced moral evaluations:
I: How do you feel about Blair trying to bind herself to Nate?
R: Yes, well that is understandable, but it won’t save your relationship. Because Nate
is not her property, she has to ask herself why he behaves the way he does and draw
her own conclusions. And if she cannot accept Serena as a friend because Nate
cheated with her, then perhaps ehm… all of your female friends might be a threat,
and it might result in you having no friends at all. That’s how I feel: That isn’t the
way the world works, you should be normal with girls and women and talk to Nate
about why he did what he did and figure out if it is a onetime thing or might develop
into a pattern and that the relationship has no future potential anyway.
I1: Ok, well in what way do you think two people can bond together?
R: Ehm, well by being who they truly are, even though that might not be the nice,
cute girl she thinks she has to be, she won’t be able to keep up that charade in the long
term. If she keeps pretending to be something she is not, and keeps believing that
with money you can win it all, she will lose it all.

Functional Beliefs as Map for Moral Evaluations

Interestingly, none of the moral evaluations of various viewer groups were
rooted in the Functional belief about love and romantic relationships. Romantic
idealism and Postmodern beliefs as starting point for moral evaluations lead to
a strong rejection of the Functional relationship in the narrative of Blair and
Nate and the Functional behavior of Chuck. To exemplify, the same beliefs and
arguments are used by respondents in their moral evaluation of these
relationships are all grounded in Romanticism, such as “a relationship should be
only about [authentic] emotions not calculated reasons” (Female, 23 years, single)
and “your own romantic happiness should trump group benefits” (Female, 18 years,
single). Moreover, many viewers agreed that in the end romantic love should be
“beneficial for children to have two parents who function as a united front” (Female, 22
years, in a relationship), as articulated in the narrative of Rufus and his ex-wife
Alison.
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Discussion
This exploratory study aimed to provide insight in the grounds of viewers’
moral evaluations of teenage drama series Gossip Girl. Findings revealed
differences in starting point of moral evaluations moral grounds, according to
the degree of love experience. Despite the fact that Gossip Girl shows various
types of love relationships, and continuously questions all of them in its
ambiguous narrative, young and less experienced viewers’ moral evaluations of
the show are strongly norm-based, unequivocal, and mainly driven by the
Romantic ideal of “love as a fairytale”. Conversely, experienced viewers include
developed real life necessities and experiences in moral evaluations, and use
them to discuss and ponder “love as a battlefield” as articulated in Gossip Girl.
According to Sternberg (1998) the kind of romantic relationship individuals
build, depends on the genre of love stories – from horror to comedy – they carry
inside them. This study demonstrates that also the way individuals morally
interpret mediated love narratives is strongly driven by the genre, and
underlying moral beliefs, of their internalized love stories. An overview of the
main conclusions can be found in Table 6.
First, the most prominent ground for moral evaluations of viewers was not
so much with the narrative but with the primacy of the viewer, in particular
viewers’ romantic moral makeup and, to a lesser degree, viewers’ own romantic
experiences. Despite the fact that romantic beliefs in Western culture can be best
interpreted as a broad continuum (cf. Giddens, 1992; Illouz, 1998; 2012; Kim &
Hatfield, 2004), moral evaluations were strongly rooted in particular Romantic
ideals and beliefs of the viewer. However, nuances were made based on the
uncertainty whether their ideals could be put in practice. For adults (30 and up),
this nuancing was mostly a result of a preference for Postmodern values, self-referential engagement and/or reflection on the complexities of Postmodern
romantic real-life experiences. Interestingly, Functional beliefs were not found
as a ground for coming to moral evaluations, even though some researchers
claim that many people in Western society might not judge in line with this
belief, but still act accordingly it in their search for love (cf. Latten & Boterman,
2012). In Gossip Girl the dramatic representation of functional romantic beliefs is
portrayed as undesirable. So viewers’ moral evaluation is in line with the moral
reasoning in the text.
Second, the kind of moral makeup as starting point for moral evaluations
seems to have consequences for how the moral reasoning of Gossip Girl is
interpreted. When moral evaluation is rooted in the strict Romantic ideal,
viewers’ take an oppositional approach: One that reflects their own moral stand
instead of the morally ambivalent moral reasoning of the show (cf. discursive
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Postmodern
playground
for reflection
and discussion
on romantic
predicaments
in everyday
encounters.

Experiential closeness

Referential

Romantic willing
suspension of
disbelief, even though
Romanticism’s
validity was
deliberated in reality.

Age of respondents as indicator of romantic experience

Mediated distance

Closeness towards
Gossip Girl
(Bilandciz, 2006)

Role of viewers’
romantic experience

Discursive

Functionalistic
Belief
• Not found

.

Postmodern experiences:
• Gossip Girl interpreted
as romantic battlefield
• Experiential closeness
towards the moral
predicaments in the
narrative

Viewers’ reception
mode of Gossip Girl
(Michelle, 2007)

Moral make-up
of viewer as main
starting point of
moral evaluations
Gossip Girl

Romantic willing
suspension of
disbelief, even
though characters
showcase moral
transgressions of the
Romantic ideal.

Romantic Ideal:
• Gossip Girl interpreted
as romantic fairytale
• Ideological distance
towards the moral
predicaments in the
narrative
Romantic willing
suspension of
disbelief, even though
Romantic Utopia is
only a fairytale.

Variations of moral evaluations

Type of belief as flight path
for moral evaluations

including theoretical notions. Primacy of moral evaluations is with the primacy of the viewer, in particular viewers’
romantic moral make-up

Table 6 Overview of main conclusions: main starting points and variations of moral evaluations of Gossip Girl,
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mode, Michelle, 2017). According to Raney (2004), viewers bend the rules of what
is morally acceptable in their eyes to forgive a favorite character’s moral missteps,
because of the moral context of these missteps. However, our results showcase
that viewers have to come to terms with violations of the romantic norms they
adhere to by neglecting or sweetening these violations in order to stay true to
their romantic beliefs. As Goffman (1974) argued, viewers devoted to the setting
of the show work hard to maintain their sense of moral continuity in the media
experience, and in doing so, viewers inevitably make many framing mistakes.
Specifically, viewers create moral continuity by inferring moral messages based
on selection of arguments derived from the plot, arguments that in the end will
be used to support the moral they adhere to. We defined this phenomenon in
our case as “Romantic willing suspension of disbelief”.
When the primacy of moral evaluations is in the Romantic ideal, yet is
mildly nuanced by Postmodern values, the viewer’s moral makeup is the ground
for accepting the Postmodern complexities in Gossip Girl (cf. referential mode,
Michelle, 2017). Finally, viewer groups that start from a more complex and
conflicting Postmodern belief system, rooted in their own real life romantic
experience, can actually relate to the complex and conflicting moral reasoning of
the show. Gossip Girl has, therefore, the capacity to evoke multiple moral
meanings, yet its reading is strongly dependent on the extent to which viewers
are able to relate to the dominant romantic ideology propagated by the
omnipresence of the Romantic ideal of “love as a fairytale”, for example via
conflicting real life experiences.
Third, as a result of the Romantic willing suspension of disbelief, we found
critical faculties that are suspended for the sake of the maintenance of the
viewers’ Romantic idea of love and romantic relationships on three different
levels: within the narrative, within the genre and within viewers’ own romantic
experiences. In general, there is a paradox between the emotional idea of what
love should be, and rational objections that have to be overcome to sustain this
ideal. We therefore conclude that viewers that experience Romanic willingness
suspension of disbelief are idealistic but not naïve.
Fourth, it seems that, similar to the professional domains studies in earlier
research, there is a sliding scale in moral evaluations about love and romantic
relationships (cf. Van Ommen et al., 2014; 2016, 2017). In particular young
adolescents strongly believe in idealistic love (Hendrick, Hendrick & Adle, 1988).
However, as viewers gain more experience in the romantic field, their moral
evaluations slowly become less black-and-white, and less idealistic. Moral evaluations
become more grounded in multiple and conflicting perspectives and viewers’
own romantic experiences. As a consequence, the moral predicaments in Gossip
Girl become an ethical playground for moral pondering and discussion instead
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of a romantic cliché. This leads us to conclude that older viewers were in general
more “realistic” in their view on love and romantic relationships in Gossip Girl.
This relates to the ideas of Knox (1970) and Erikson (1950; 1997), who suggest
that attitudes toward love change as people go through life. Young adults (age 20-39)
slowly emerge from the search for and insistence on identity to a willingness to
fuse their identity with that of others, and develop the capacity to commit to
partnerships in adulthood (age 40 and up) (Erikson, 1950; 1997). People of different
stages in their romantic life may therefore be conceptualized as different morality
subcultures (e.g., Tamborini et al., 2012), with different moral interpretations of
polysemy narratives such as Gossip Girl, whereby the more idealistic expectancies
of love, as represented in Romantic Utopia, are replaced with and are aligned
with more nuanced and more realistic expectancies of love (Bachen & Illouz, 1996;
Eggermont, 2004). Nevertheless, a positive functional perspective on romantic
relations is remarkably absent in the moral evaluation of Gossip Girl, contrary to
real life behavior according to Latten and Boterman (2012).

Limitations and Implementations

As with all studies, this project was not without limitations, which open up
interesting avenues for future research. First, this study was based on the pilotepisode of Gossip Girl, which raises questions about the generalizability of the
results to the serial as a whole, and other morally ambiguous (teen) serials about
love. This poses the question if Gossip Girl can be a more inviting instrument for
moral discussion if viewers are more familiar with morally ambiguous characters
(of Gossip Girl) in search for love, their motives, their moral dilemmas and the
various types of romantic relationships their facing over time.
Second, this study argues that romantic experience increased the moral
tolerance and nuance of older viewers. This raises the question if age is a valid
indicator for “romantic experience”, because it is unclear how age relates to,
specifically, different kinds of real-life experiences, such as experiences that
actually challenges the Romantic ideal. Moreover, moral tolerance can also be
influenced by generational differences, such as differences in opinions and
stringency of opinions about gender norms, individualism and divorce (see
Armon & Dawson, 1997), and in particular experiencing cultural shifts on these
moral themes during their life.
Third, the respondents as a group showcased a preference for Romantic
beliefs. Because our respondents group is biased with regard to gender, the
observed differences in moral evaluations might reflect gender differences in
romantic beliefs. However, it is unclear how males and females differ: some
studies on adults have found both that males have stronger romantic beliefs
than females (e.g. Sprecher & Toro-Morn, 2002) while other studies stated it is
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the other way around (e.g. Holmes, 2007). Moreover, it is interesting to consider
to what degree Romantic beliefs are culturally inspired or hardwired.
Despite its limitations, the explorative study provides a substantial empirical
base for the use of Gossip Girl as effective tools in moral education programs for
(young) adults, because it can be their first reality-check, in which they can
safely try out and run-through different responses to (future) situations (cf.
media as “moral sandbox”; Grizzard et al., 2015). According to Mar and Oatley
(2008), the ultimate function of fiction is the abstraction and simulation of social
reality, which promotes the transmission of (moral) knowledge about the social
world and a greater understanding and empathy of others and ourselves. Gossip
Girl is a morally deep, multifocal and complex abstraction and simulation of
the complexities of contemporary love, and therefore a profound instrument for
stimulating moral development of a broad range of loving partners in different
life stages.
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CHAPTER 6

Abstract
Previous research has added to the understanding of how viewers morally
evaluate television drama. Four peer-reviewed and interconnected case-studies
in particular were key in this understanding, by examining (1) how morally
ambivalent characters (MACs) articulate moral messages in sampled television
series, and (2) how the varied theoretical routes toward moral evaluation of
MACs work and are understood by different groups of viewers. These case
studies were carried out using both qualitative content analyses and in-depth
interviews. Cumulatively building on the results, this study introduces an
overarching theoretical framework explaining how viewers understand morally
ambiguous characters based on their moral expectations of a narrative and their
own professional and personal moral experience. The resulting Processing
Narrative & Moral Expectations Theory is an initial step toward a deeper understanding of the broad spectrum of moral evaluation of MACs in general.
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Introduction
Over the last decades, American premium television networks, such as HBO,
Netflix and AMC, have witnessed an enormous growth in popularity. According to
some, this is partly due to the fact that they are breaking away from traditional
form and content of television shows (Willis, 2002). Television critics laud
original programming such as House of Cards, Game of Thrones and Sons of Anarchy
as being challenging for its audiences, is characterized as a playground for
morally complex characters, and is typed by a patient style of storytelling
(The Economist, 2011). Furthermore, these shows are host to a whole spectrum
of immoral behaviors such as (sexual) violence, infidelity, drugs abuse,
deceitfulness, and fraud (Turnau, 2004). Due to the propensity of the immoral
behaviors in these shows, both public and academic debates have advocated
that these shows stimulate – and might even cause – immoral behavior in society
(e.g., Eden, Grizzard, & Lewis, 2013).
On the other hand, studies founded upon a functional perspective have
argued that it is through the representation of norm violations - and their
subsequent punishment – that television shows may actually function to uphold
the moral order (Daalmans, Hijmans, & Wester, 2017; Klapper, 1960). For example,
classical police procedurals (e.g., CSI, Criminal Minds) as well as violation-filled
talk shows such as The Jerry Springer Show make clear-cut distinctions between
“right” and “wrong” behavior and motivations, and each violation of the moral
order is rectified through some form of punishment (Grabe, 2002; Lane, 2001). As
such, researchers in this tradition have argued that these types of shows,
therefore, function as a contemporary public scaffold where norm violations are
publicly denounced, and society’s norms and values are reaffirmed. This
straightforward moral reasoning in the narrative is argued to create moral
certainty for viewers (Lane, 2001).
However, the last decades have witnessed a growing array of popular
television drama that articulates much less clear-cut moral messages (Lane,
2001). Particularly, cable network shows like those introduced above are not
centered around classic morally good heroes, but feature anti-heroes or even
criminals as (main) characters. These morally ambiguous characters [MACs] (Eden,
Daalmans, & Johnson, 2017; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Shafer & Raney, 2012)
often behave in immoral ways, even though they also have redeeming qualities
that differentiate them from traditional villains (Eden, Grizzard, & Lewis, 2011;
Krakowiak & Tsay, 2013).
Notable and extremely popular examples of these MACs include Tony Soprano
(The Sopranos), a sociopathic mobster who is also a loving family man and suffers
from panic attacks; Dr. Gregory House (House M.D.), a brilliant, but irreverent,
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pill popping and distrustful doctor specialized in diagnostic medicine, Dexter
Morgan (Dexter), a traumatized serial killer who works for law enforcement while
murdering the ‘immoral’ at the same time, and the main characters of Gossip
Girl, whose compound quest for romantic love unavoidably tramples others.
Their inner moral deliberations are discussed explicitly in voice-over
(Dexter) or with therapists (The Sopranos; Dexter), family members (The Sopranos;
Dexter; Gossip Girl), peers (Gossip Girl), or colleagues (The Sopranos; Dexter; House
M.D.) and more implicitly with other MACs within the cast. Because the MACs
are often engaged in multiple, morally complex, long running and character-driven storylines (Willis, 2002), these series continuously articulate a wide
variety of complex moral dilemmas that stay unresolved in the narrative (Dant,
2005). Whereas morality in, for example, traditional police procedurals is often
self-evident and ritualized, morally ambiguous drama lacks this sense of moral
certainty (Lane, 2001). Therefore, the continuous discussion in these series about
values connected to, for example, justice, professionalism and love, “demands
some complex judgment on the part of the viewer” (Dant, 2005, p. 6).
Given that the narratives of these series present moral ambiguity and lack of
moral closure regarding the MACs’ actions and motivations, the question is how
viewers come to moral judgments about these MACs. In other words, what are
viewers’ grounds for moral judgments of MACs actions and motivations when
the moral reasoning is complex and unresolved (Raney, 2004; pp. 351–352)? For
example, what role does the viewer’s own social reality and moral makeup play
in moral evaluations?
To understand how MACs relate to viewers’ (final) moral judgments about
them, we must outline moral evaluation. Drawing upon Haidt’s (2001) definition of
moral reasoning of individuals, Raney defines the moral evaluations of characters
as “making moral judgments about the actions and motives of protagonist”
(Raney, 2005, pp. 3519-3520). Thus, moral evaluation is an abstract position that
grounds moral reasoning in the text toward actual moral judgments of the viewer
(Raney, 2004; 2005; Zillmann, 2000). Moreover, we focus on both the rational and
the emotional side of moral judgments, and are also interested in the degree of
the preliminary involvement and engagement of viewers with moral predicaments
as presented in the context of a narrative.
To address how viewers morally evaluate morally ambiguous drama, the
current study aimed to come to an overarching theoretical framework, based on
the complete spectrum of routes for moral evaluations of different groups of
viewers with different moral makeup and experiences of different examples of
MACs in morally ambiguous drama. Specifically, this framework builds on
outcomes of four empirical case studies, which takes into account episodes of
four television series with distinctive MACs: The Sopranos, House M.D., Dexter
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and Gossip Girl. Simultaneously, it focuses on moral evaluations of thematically
related viewer groups (Ntotal=262) who share specific real-life knowledge and
real-life experiences with regard to the setting of these four shows (Van Ommen
et al., 2014a, 2014b, 2016, 2017). These four case studies together offer an evolving
understanding or moral evaluations of MACs in general.
In this paper, first, we will point out the general theoretical background on
morality and characters, methods and overall conclusions of these four empirical
studies. Second, we use an extended theoretical background to cumulatively
build on the preliminary conclusions to, third, construct an overarching
theoretical framework on MACs and moral evaluations.

Theoretical Background
Affective Disposition Theory (ADT: Raney, 2004; Zillmann, 2000) states that the
enjoyment of a narrative depends on the congruency between a viewer’s
affective disposition toward a character and this character’s actions, motivations,
and outcome within the narrative. Earlier research on moral evaluations of
MACs has built on the idea proposed by Zillmann (2000) that viewers of drama
series function as “untiring moral monitors”. This means that viewers continually
judge what they see on screen, and their ongoing verdicts on the morality of
character behavior influence the valence and intensity of viewer’s affective
dispositions toward the protagonists (e.g., Eden, Grizzard, & Lewis, 2011; Janicke
& Raney, 2015; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013).
Zillmann (2000) also asserted that moral judgments vary across morality
subcultures, which share different relevance structures, moral orientations, and
patterns of moral justice and sanctioning. In this seminal paper, Zillmann called
for exploration of these morality subcultures. Furthermore, Raney (2004) has
outlined that viewer groups engage differently with morality in the text in his
Extended ADT (EADT) model. In this model, in addition to moral evaluations as
a result of viewers’ group self-morality, Raney questioned if viewers’ moral
judgments arise out of the narrative experience – via a notion of closeness with
the moral reasoning in the narrative. As a result, the viewer’s moral principles
are set aside for the sake of narrative enjoyment (a form of moral disengagement)
(Raney 2004, p. 364). In other words, as Lee and Shapiro (2014) outlined, moral
evaluation is based on either a rationalist sequence in which judgments about the
(good/bad) intention that informs a character’s actions leads to moral judgments
about the action as well as specific dispositions toward the character, or an
intuitionist sequence where prior affective dispositions toward the character are
the base for the subsequent judgments about a character’s behavior.
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Based on the idea that on the one hand textual characteristics and on the other
hand viewers’ characteristics represent multiple morality subcultures, we propose
three theoretically separate routes of viewers to come to moral evaluations about
characters and narratives based on 1) moral reasoning in the narrative, 2) viewers
‘own experience, knowledge and moral makeup, or 3) the relationship between
both moral reasoning and viewers’ characteristics. The various theoretical
notions on those three routes are summarized in Figure 1.
To illustrate the utility of this perspective, four case studies involving morally
complex drama (i.e., The Sopranos, House M.D., Dexter and Gossip Girl) are presented
(Van Ommen et al., 2014a, 2014b, 2016, 2017). In these case studies, the presentation
of morality can be seen as an ambiguous statement about what is counted as fair,
“normal” and appropriate behavior and retribution, especially when MACs
themselves face moral predicaments. We describe how our different paths of
moral judgment can be seen in the results of these case studies.

Route 1: Moral Evaluation Based on Moral Reasoning in the Narrative

If viewers’ grounds for moral evaluation are derived from the story, then the
moral evaluation is primarily guided by the narrative structure. Raney (2004)
argued that the affective evaluation of the main character precedes the moral
judgment, because the (strong) narrative structure can create an affective
disposition toward a character. According to Bilandzic (2006) this specific
disposition is the result of mediated closeness (see Figure 1): the process that comes
into play when viewers have the feeling of presence in the story (see Figure 1).
Mediated closeness could lead to moral evaluations based on the relevance
structures of the main characters or protagonists; that is, viewers will come to
adhere to the resolution for the dilemmas a (beloved) character is facing. As a
result, they will likely endorse the explanations for character’s conduct presented
by the story. It is likely that a clear moral of the story and a traditional type of
hero will have a major impact on viewers’ moral evaluation of his or her actions
and motivations (Turnau, 2004).
However, what happens if the narrative’s protagonist is morally ambiguous,
that is, at some point in the story commits unlawful or even gruesome acts? It
has been suggested that even without explicit moral justification for character
actions, often a narrative will provide “clues” toward expected outcomes for
characters (Bandura, 1991; Tamborini, Weber, Eden, Bowman, & Grizzard, 2010).
For example, Shafer and Raney (2012) found no difference in character liking
and enjoyment between a movie featuring a morally unambiguous protagonist
versus a movie featuring a morally ambiguous protagonist as the narrative
unfolded. In other words, despite the immoral actions of the antihero, in the end
the story created a positive disposition toward the protagonist (p. 1031).
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Moreover, Shafer and Raney (2012) suggested that subsequent viewing of antihero
stories, preeminently the domain of television series, would lead viewers to
develop knowledge structures or story schemas (see Figure 1) for such narratives
over time. Viewers are likely to develop specific schemas for series narratives
containing MACs, and learn how these narratives are constructed, how cause
relates to effect, and how themes and prototypes in this genre are recycled
(Janicke, 2013). The MAC schema can initiate viewers to cognitively re-frame
immoral behavior as being morally acceptable without changing the behavior or
their moral standards (“moral disengagement”, Bandura, 1991), and guide the
liking and enjoyment of MACs stories, despite immoral actions in the narrative
(Raney & Janicke, 2013; Shafer & Raney, 2012).
Nevertheless, if clues in the narrative and story schemas of viewers guide
moral evaluation (cf. Tamborini et al., 2010; Shafer and Raney, 2012), it is hard to
imagine that a narrative can completely overrule viewers’ beliefs and experiences
– especially when the moral reasoning in the narrative is characterized by moral
ambiguity and doubt. For example, what if a main character has moral motivations,
but performs immoral acts?
Raney and Janicke (2013, p. 159) noted that it even might be easier for viewers
to enter the ambiguous narrative world of MACs (and understand their moral
dilemmas), instead of the world of morally polished traditional type of hero,
because MACs offer more morally complex “surface area” for different groups of
viewers to “grip” on to and identify with. A different explanation for a positive
disposition towards MACs might be found in the moral development of MACs,
for example, when “bad” characters slowly develop altruistic actions and
motivations over the course of the narrative (Kleemans, Eden, Daalmans, van
Ommen, & Weijers, 2017). However, characters in morally ambivalent series stay
morally ambiguous over the course of the series, while these type of movie
narratives end in a clear-cut moral closure based on character growth of the
protagonist.
This poses the question: Can the presence of immoral behavior as part of
moral dilemmas overrule contrasting beliefs, experiences, and knowledge of
different groups of viewers, at least for the time being? Viewers in this situation
may be forced to set aside their own moral judgments, or to morally disengage
(Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013) in order to be able to enjoy the narrative (Raney
2004). Or will viewers uphold their moral beliefs, during viewing or embrace
them again in retrospective? Viewer groups might, for example, have a specific
moral makeup that (oppositely) relates to the experience, perception, and moral
framework of the MACs in morally ambiguous drama series. The moral
evaluation would then primarily be guided by the viewer’s moral makeup and/
or the viewers’ past experiences, which we label as Route 2 and describe below.
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Route 2: Moral Evaluation Based on Viewer Characteristics

Moral beliefs or moral makeup (see Figure 1) is a result of and mediated by a
person’s experiences and based on community or (professional) group norms
and the social and ideological positions that a person adheres to (Tamborini,
Eden, Bowman, Grizzard & Lachlan, 2012). According to Zillmann (2000) great
variance exists between individuals with regard to this moral makeup; therefore,
we assume that judgments about the ambiguous presentations of justice, professionalism or love in specific narratives (i.e., The Sopranos, House M.D., Dexter or
Gossip Girl) may vary greatly between different moral subcultures, such as
viewer groups, who share personal or professional dispositions.
Moreover, Perry (1999) showed that, as a result of experiences in life, young
adults morally mature from a position in which they see the world in polar
terms of good and bad, toward a position in which they understand the
affirmation of (professional or personal) identity with multiple responsibilities
and commitments. Considering these experiences, involvement with the media
content may be based on experiential closeness (Bilandzic, 2006; see Figure 1),
rather than mediated closeness. Experiential closeness focuses on the personal
experiences and knowledge that come into play when evaluating a television
program. Differences in biographical context might create differences in
experiential closeness towards morally ambiguous drama that focuses on moral
dilemmas related to their future. These differences may result in different routes
towards viewers’ moral evaluation, giving rise to the question: How do viewers’
own experiences in life affect the moral evaluation of MACs in the moral
reasoning of The Sopranos, House M.D., Dexter and Gossip Girl? The moral
evaluation would then be guided by both viewer’s moral makeup and/or past
experiences and the moral reasoning, which we label as Route 3 and describe
below.

Route 3: M
 oral evaluation based on both moral reasoning and
viewer characteristics

Morally ambiguous TV-shows demand complex judgment, for example, taking
into account the often unclear or unresolved consequences for other characters
(Dant, 2005). In addition to moral evaluations being cued by either narrative or
viewer characteristics, it might also be the case that moral judgments and
evaluations arise because of interplay of these narrative and viewer characteristics. In this form of interplay, the life experiences of the viewer including his or
her (professional) moral make up as well as the power of a specific story to
transport viewers to the narrative world will meet in a specific reading of the
text. Cohen (2001) assumes that viewers will to a greater or lesser extent enter
into the way of thinking of the protagonist. This might mean that viewers are
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able to relate to their dilemmas, but do not have to accept the decisions made by,
for example, professionals on the screen. We can see that illustrated in our third
path to moral judgment (Figure 1).

Methods
The four case studies used qualitative content analyses and in-depth interviews
as methods. As mentioned earlier, on the one hand we took into account the
moral reasoning of episodes of four television series with distinctive MACs,
such as Tony Soprano (The Sopranos), Dr. House (House M.D.), Dexter (Dexter)
and Gossip Girl’s main characters’ Serena, Blair, Nate and Chuck. On the other
hand, we focused on thematically related viewer groups who share specific
real-life knowledge and real-life experiences with regard to the arena of these
four shows. These different groups were chosen because they will most likely
come to different moral evaluations regarding the potential for the groups to
differ in their moral evaluations based on their personal life history and beliefs
in relation to the moral topic articulated in the series. Additionally, these groups
share viewer characteristics, such as patterns of morality salience and the
acceptance and appeal of (mediated) norm violations, which guide media
preferences (Mastro, Enriquez, Bowman, Prabhu, & Tamborini, 2013). Therefore,
these viewer groups may be conceptualized as different morality subcultures
(e.g., Tamborini, Eden, Bowman, Grizzard, & Lachlan, 2012).
In all four case studies a “Grounded Theory” approach (Glaser & Strauss,
1967) was used, because it creates well-rounded and contextual insight and
understanding of how (certain) part of the social world are experienced,
interpreted or produced based on rich and detailed data. This type of qualitative
research can be characterized by the cyclic process in which the data gathering
and analysis alternate, and are guided by continuous and systematic reflection
(Boeije, 2010).

Qualitative Content Analysis

Before the interviewing phase within the four case studies started, we conducted
a qualitative content analysis on each of the episodes that was focused on visual
as well as narrative aspects of the episode (Wester & Weijers, 2006). There are
three main reasons for conducting a qualitative content analysis prior to the
in-depth interviews: To disentangle the moral dilemmas a viewer might be
confronted with during the screening, to map potential possibilities for topics of
discussion, as well as to generate probing questions based on the screened
episode.
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In-depth Interviews

The results from the content analyses of episodes of the series coupled with the
theoretical assumptions about moral evaluations based on viewer characteristics,
content characteristics, or both, formed the input for the interview guide for
the qualitative in-depth interviews (e.g., Boeije, 2010). This interview guide was
slightly customized for every study. In general, the interview was semi-structured
with fixed topics and partly fixed follow-up topics/questions, which were not
rigidly enforced. A selection of visuals (stills) from the screened episode, based
on the content analysis, capturing the various characters and scenes are used as
stimuli to help the interviewees recall the narrative and get the interview started
(Pauwels, 1996). One of the episodes was screened for the interviewees before
the interview took place. All the episodes were, if properly initiated, easy to
follow for respondents who are not familiar with the series.

Sampling

The case studies were interconnected via purposeful and theoretical sampling,
and were carried out one after the other. In other words, the specific sampling,
both on the side of the stimulus materials (episodes of different series) and
viewer groups, was made based on purposeful and theoretical grounds (Boeije,
2010). Purposeful sampling is based on which drama series or episode contains
moral dilemmas that are appealing to specific viewer groups. Theoretical
sampling refers to the process of choosing new research sites or cases to compare
with ones that have already been studied.
The results of each case study, therefore, functioned as feedback for the
sampling of series and viewer groups of the next case study. First, we (Van Ommen
et al., 2016) sampled episodes of The Sopranos, because its main character, Tony
Soprano, can be considered to be a rather ‘extreme’ example of a MAC. At first
glance, he is an archetypical ‘bad guy’, who participates in a symbolically
immoral domain (mafia). Moreover, violation of the moral order is a defining
characteristic of crime drama genre, and those norm violations, such as violence
and law breaking (criminal) behavior, are rather explicit in The Sopranos.
Based on the assumption that specific groups of viewers have a specific
moral makeup that might relate to the experience and moral reasoning of the
MACs of the show, we sampled three distinctive groups to watch The Sopranos
episode: viewers who broke the law (prisoners), viewers who uphold the law
(law enforcement) and viewers who lack real-life experience in the domain of
law-breaking or -enforcement (civilians). The results of The Sopranos-study
revealed that the value “professionalism” is an important aspect of moral
evaluations of The Sopranos (See Table 1, the majority of prisoners and law
enforcement agents grounded their moral evaluations mostly in professional
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opinions and experiences). These results begged the question: Does this specific
pattern of moral evaluations apply to other morally ambiguous television dramas
set in alternate domains of interest?
To explore this question, we theoretically sampled House M.D. (Van Ommen
et al., 2014a). As a diagnostician and part of a symbolic moral and respected
institution (hospital), protagonist Dr. House can be primed to be a traditional
‘good-guy.’ Thus, he is an excellent contrast to Tony Soprano. However, House is
also a painkiller addict, arrogant, and most of all suffers from a lack of empathy
for his patients, which makes him a MAC as well. Based on the assumption that
specific groups of viewers have a moral makeup based on professionalism that
might relate to the experience and moral reasoning of the MACs of the show, we
sampled medical students and physicians as one distinctive viewer group.
However, during analysis, we discovered within this viewer group a difference in
moral evaluations according to the degree of professional (theoretical and practical)
experience of these viewers: more experienced physicians evince a more nuanced
view of the profession and professional ethics than students (See Table 1).
Next, we focused on drama series Dexter, a police officer who cannot resist
the urge to kill, which challenges at least two different professional values in its
narrative: the unambiguous law of the law enforcement, and the rules and
criteria for diagnosis of developmental psychology (Van Ommen et al., 2017).
Building on the results of the preceding case studies, we sampled both law students
and developmental psychology students in different stages in their curriculum
(See Table 1).
Finally, to explore the broad possible variety of the grounds for moral
evaluations, we sampled an episode of teenage drama series Gossip Girl (Van
Ommen et al., 2014b). In contrast to other sampled shows, this show cuts a theme
that is applicable for and familiar to all viewer groups, irrespective of their
profession, namely the ethics of love and romantic relationships. Building on the
results of the preceding case studies we sampled a broad variety of viewers of
different ages (i.e., stages in their love life) (See Table 1 & Table 2).

Conclusions of Four Case Studies on Moral Evaluation of MACs

Our results – as summarized in Table 1 and visualized in Figure 2 – show three
main overarching findings and unexpected findings. First, there is a shared
moral judgment process that is based in the narrative. Second, personal moral
decision-making shifts with increasing personal and professional experience.
Third, both personal and narrative frames influence coming to moral judgment
about MACs, in particular for those who are more experienced in the field.
We will exemplify those three overarching findings, including the unexpected
findings, below.
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Shared Moral Judgment Process Based in the Narrative

First, the moral contrasts in and the power of the narrative structure are
important grounds for moral evaluations, in particular for viewers who have
gained specific media knowledge. To illustrate, all case studies showcased a
distinct difference between the moral evaluations of those who were and were
not familiar with the show. Due to the serial aspect of the show, viewers familiar
with the show seem to have committed themselves to the main characters,
which resulted in moral evaluations based on the “laws” of the context in the
fictional world, or moral evaluations based on the morally complex “prototypes”
(Sanders, 2010), that they have created of the main MACs (“That’s typically Tony
Soprano”). Viewers are then “socialized” into the show, and have internalized
the protagonist’s ambivalent norms and ideologies rooted in the predicaments
s/he is facing.
These cognitive relevance structures therefore reveal more moral dimensions,
dualities and nuance than the general (professional) archetypes, such as
mobsters, cops or physicians, or archetypical rules, such as conventional rules in
the romantic or professional domain (cf. Sanders, 2010). Personal opinions are
temporarily displaced, and the viewer is more forgiving of the immoral behavior
of the characters. These results are in line with Raney (2004), who argued that
viewers bend the rules of what is morally acceptable in their eyes to forgive a
liked character’s moral missteps, because of the moral context of these missteps.
In the case of a liked character’s moral missteps, viewers “trade our [their] lens
of moral scrutiny for one of partiality and favoritism” (Raney, 2004, p. 363). The
results also provide some evidence for the idea posited by Shafer and Raney
(2012), that subsequent viewing of narratives with protagonists who showcase
“immoral” motivations and actions, will guide moral evaluation of ambiguous
stories in favor of the protagonist.

Personal Moral Decision-Making Shifts With Experience

Second, the results reveal that there is also a sliding scale in moral evaluations
related to viewers’ experiences in real life (see Figure 2 for an overview). In
general, when viewers have a personal connection with the setting of the show,
and they gain more experience in a specific field of life, their moral evaluations
slowly become less black-and-white, and more nuanced, and aware of the
limitations of their (future) profession. However, the development of the nature
of moral judgments and presence of the “professional” frame of reference in
their moral evaluations varies between moral subcultures. Specifically, (pre-)
professionals working in the criminal field seem to slowly become more blackand-white, and come more in a regulated manner to moral evaluations. Prisoners,
law enforcement agents and experienced law students have years of involvement
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with their “professional” field, nevertheless their moral evaluations seem to be
more grounded in increasingly more stringent “professional” principles,
illustrated by “professional” experiences (than for example first year law
students). In general, both prisoners, law enforcers, first year medical and
(developmental) psychology students and young adults evaluate the show’s
content based on their subcultural “laws” or idealistic rules and regulations,
such as the ideal that medicine and psychology can eventually heal every
patient.

Using Both Personal and Narrative Frames Creates
an Ethical Playground

Finally, the results reveal that the moral evaluation that there can be a negotiation
of the moral makeup of the viewer with the moral dilemmas presented in the
narrative. When viewers’ moral evaluations slowly become more “realistic”,
they also become more grounded in both the multiple and conflicting
perspectives in the narrative and viewers’ own professional and/or personal
experiences (cf. Perry, 1999). As a consequence, the moral predicaments in
morally ambiguous drama series create an ethical playground for moral
discussion. In addition to Bilandzic’s (2006) distinction between mediated and
experiential closeness, we found “indirect” experiential closeness as a route for
coming to moral judgments (Van Ommen et al., 2014a), whereby, viewers who
have experience in a particular professional or romantic domain, have the
willingness to put themselves in a protagonist’s position. Viewers’ responses
might be guided by internal questions, such as: “What would I do if I were the
protagonist in this particular situation?” The moral evaluation in this case is a
result of the negotiation of viewers’ own experiences and moral makeup with
the moral dilemmas presented in the narrative. If this is the case for viewers,
this might be a point of moral engagement on ethics in real life.
Additionally, there seems to be a connection between the acknowledgment
of the moral complexity in the narrative as such, and personally held narrative-
based or norm-based knowledge (see Figure 2). To illustrate, the continuous
application by viewers of Gossip Girl of the idea of “love as a fairytale” leads to
very clear-cut moral judgments of a romantic nature, and, in some cases, even
moral disengagement from the text to maintain their romantic ideal. Conversely,
the more romantically experienced adults recognized real life necessities and
experiences in their moral evaluations, which enabled them to and reveal itself
in a willingness to discuss and ponder on “love as a battlefield” as actually
articulated in the narratives of Gossip Girl. As Goffman (1974) argued, viewers
devoted to the setting of the show work hard to maintain their sense of moral
continuity in the media experience, and in doing so, viewers inevitably make
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many framing mistakes. Specifically, viewers create moral continuity by inferring
moral messages based on selection of arguments derived from the plot, arguments
that in the end will be used to support the moral they believe.

Unexpected Findings

Surprisingly, the general tendency seems to be that viewers belonging to a
specific moral subculture similar to the setting of the show experienced less
(if any) mediated closeness towards the story — whereas respondents without
this personal connection were more often immersed in the story. To be specific,
viewers of The Sopranos or Dexter, who are respectively professionally related to
criminality or law or developmental psychology experienced less mediated
closeness, than respondents without these personal connection, such as civilians
or, remarkably, first year law students.
Unexpectedly, prisoners enforce their own subcultural laws the most rigidly
(and ironically moralistically), and in a broader spectrum of ambiguous narrative
contexts. First year law students however, use the professional frame of reference
the least, and their moral evaluation were strongly rooted in the narrative (in a
similar way as civilians’ moral evaluations). These results provide support for
the notion that viewer groups strongly vary in their willingness to experience
morally ambiguous drama series as an (professional) ethical playground.
An explanation for prisoners’ rigidity might be that moral justice for prisoners
is intricately tied up with dedication to the laws of their in-group or subculture.
This is in line, for example, with work by Cohen (1955) who framed (criminal)
subcultures as self-contained and self-regulating alternatives to mainstream
culture (i.e., lawful society) with unique social and moral rules, patterns of life, and
status stratifications that were at odds with those of society proper. An explanation
for first year law students’ “unprofessional” moral evaluations could be that this
group is less idealistic compared to first year students in the care domain,
because they are in general more driven by “type of work” instead of “service to
society” (Campbell, 1967).

Extending the Theoretical Framework:
Processing Narrative and Moral Expectations Theory

Because the results showcase a remarkable and complex association between on
the one hand viewers’ willingness and ability to identify with, recognize and
endure MACs moral predicaments in the narrative, and on the other hand
viewers’ own real-life experiences, ideals, hopes and beliefs, we choose to make
use of two theories to extend our theoretical framework. According to Ricoeur’s
theory of narrative representation (pp. 137–139) the creative and interpretive
nature of “mimesis” via narratives deepens the meaning of the human world of
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action and suffering by ordering it into a plot. Narratives, therefore, project worlds
that render human reality more understandable. Considering the interpretation
of these narratives, Goffmann’s theory of framing media content by media users
(1974) argues that individuals use the same cognitive skills to make sense of
daily life as they do to make sense of media representations.
How do these general theories relate specifically to moral evaluations of
morally ambivalent television drama? First, television narratives mirror who
and what is of moral worth in real life (i.e., Signorielli & Morgan, 2001). Daalmans,
Hijmans, and Wester (2017) concluded that television’s moral messages do not
reflect morality in a simplistic way, but is full of contradiction and functions as
a whole as a moral forum. Second, the narratives of morally ambiguous drama
series in particular can be considered an endless moral forum for social
discourses in itself. Given that characters are always facing moral predicaments
in television drama, in drama, norms and values are dramatized via multiple
characters in a multifocal and morally complex way. The represented moral
dilemmas are concrete, but on a more abstract level they always refer to moral
dilemmas in culture (Wester & Weijers, 2006). According to Fiske (2002, p.17)
the unique characters in fiction represent social values, and the conflict in and
between characters is an enactment of social conflict. Through their motivations
and actions and line of development, characters, especially MACs, personify the
contradictions within our professional and/or personal way of life in exacerbated
manner.
Building on these notions, and in particular Goffman’s (1974) framing theory,
we construct an overarching framework (see Figure 3), which is a systematic
account of how processing of morally ambivalent series takes place. In general,
the model explains how viewers use both rational - not necessarily conscious knowledge about narratives as part of a series and knowledge about specific life
domains to make sense of the story. At the same time, an appeal is made to the
emotional involvement of the viewer. So, at the one hand the series challenges
the viewer to lose him- or herself in the story world, so that the viewer can enjoy
the narrative through storytelling and identification (processing narrative
expectations). Necessarily, the story invites the viewer to also use his or her
own rational opinions, ideals and attitudes in the process (processing moral
expectations). However, due to the morally ambivalent nature of the characters
and narrative of morally ambiguous drama series, the viewer is also forced to
question the moral views that are questioned in the story in order to determine
the validity for him/her as a person to a lesser degree. This is where narrative
and moral expectations meet and various routes towards moral evaluations
start (processing narrative and moral expectations). First, we will explain how
the model represents the interaction between social reality and morally
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ambiguous drama series. Second, we will illustrate how viewers can go through
the process of the model, and develop moral and narrative expectations. Third,
we will explain how this model relates to viewers as a group or moral subculture.
In general, the model’s symmetry mirrors the development of moral
expectations in both real life and television stories, in particular morally ambiguous
drama series. According to our case studies viewers’ moral expectations towards
the story world reveal many terms that refer not only to expectations in real life
and towards television. In their moral evaluation they discuss their ideals,
beliefs and attitudes in real life and also bring up expectations about how
television articulates moral values under pressure, in particular in morally
ambivalent stories. It also reveals what it, in a moral sense, means to be, for
example a “professional” criminal, civilian or law enforcement agent, medical
student, law student or developmental psychology students who are educated in
their professional role, or someone who is single who is socialized into their
future potential partner role.
Viewers’ moral and narrative expectations are based on previous experience,
whether derived from a media or direct personal or professional experience, or
socialization, and can fluctuate in varying degrees via new experiences with the
self, others or characters (“Everyday & Television encounters”, see Figure 3). One
the one hand, moral expectations are quite resistant to change even when they
are contradicted by (mediated) contrasting behavior, ideals, beliefs and attitudes
of others or situations. Attention directed towards these morally conflicting
characters (“Attention directed toward cues presented by characters/self and
others”, see Figure 3), and analysis and interpretation of MACs morally
challenging actions and behavior (“Decoding of fictional/real-life actions and
motivations”, see Figure 3) are boundary conditions for modification. On the
other hand, we also found that moral subcultures are able to constantly and
often deeply change the way they morally decode situations, actions, and
characters as they move through time and space, e.g., through their curriculum,
career, and life in general, and/or through the multiple episodes and seasons of
television drama. So, viewers do not come to moral judgments about motivations
and actions of MACs with a limited or fixed set of knowledge about social roles,
objects, or situations. Rather viewers have an endless flexibility in creating, (re)
shaping and using sets of moral expectations to construct social reality, in
everyday and television encounters (see infinity sign in Figure 3).
Our studies also showcased that viewer groups use and develop different
sets of moral expectations to give meaning to moral predicaments in morally
ambiguous drama series. These sets spread along a continuum from viewers’
who structure most (professionally) significant motivations and actions of characters
to those that structure (still) trivial actions and motivations. For moral evaluations,
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the continuity is such that viewers, who are socialized into a specific role (i.e.,
have internalized the norms and ideologies of the related domain), seem to learn
simultaneously how to give moral meaning to the for them relevant motivations
and actions of both others in reality as characters in a narrative experience.
In sum, this socialization defines for the viewer what kind of cues in the
narrative experience deserves their attention, and will therefore be morally
decoded and potentially develop or change moral expectations (see Figure 3).
As mentioned earlier, viewers use the same cognitive skills to make sense of
mediated experiences as in daily life. Contrarily, social cues learned from using
media (such socialization into a morally ambiguous drama series by repeated
viewing it, and the subsequent development of complex prototypes of MACs and
moral expectations of their actions and motivations [cf. Janicke & Raney, 2015, 2017])
could also be used to mark the boundaries of social world in everyday life.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

The aim of this dissertation was to explore the interplay between, on the one
hand, characteristics of the media content (MACs in their narrative context, or
moral reasoning) and, on the other, characteristics of the media user (viewers’
characteristics) when coming to moral evaluations. Cumulatively building on
the research results, the dissertation introduced an overarching theoretical
framework explaining how viewers understand morally ambiguous characters
based on their expectations of a narrative and their own professional and personal
moral experience. Moreover, it explains how both everyday- and television
encounters can be a building block for new (sets of) narrative- and moral
expectations as tools for moral evaluations of morally ambiguous drama series.
How can this framework be situated in the public and scientific debate over
negative effects of exposure to moral transgressions in media, such as in morally
ambiguous drama series? From Goffman’s (1974) viewpoint, viewers are virtual
prisoners of dominant moral reality. However, our framework on morally
ambiguous drama series shows that, far from passively consuming dominant
moral reality, viewers are actively engaged with the material in complex,
often highly nuanced ways (see also, Bartsch, Mares, Scherr, Kloß, Keppeler,
& Posthumus, 2016; Eden, Daalmans, van Ommen, & Weijers, 2017). Morally
ambivalent television drama can therefore be seen as entering a spacious and
greatly complex “moral laboratory” (Ricoeur, 1988), which unendingly represents
moral predicaments and continuously discusses society’s moral “obvious”.
In this laboratory, viewers can explore and reflect on moral issues, and deliberate
without facing the consequences of their moral decisions (Krijnen, 2011).
Many sociologists and psychologists have emphasized the importance of
not only internalizing the moral obedience society requires of an individual in
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order to live a responsible life, but also “re-personalize” morality via critical
discussion and reflection (e.g., Bauman, 1993; Kohlberg, 1973). The very popular
genre of morally ambivalent television drama series resists following a systematic
form of morality, and, therefore, embodies exactly the moral ambivalence that is
needed to re-personalize postmodern ethics (Dant, 2005). Eden, Daalmans, van
Ommen and Weijers (2017) already found that viewers’ moral rumination was
predicted by transportation into the morally ambivalent narrative of The Sopranos.
Moral rumination may act, in turn, to promote moral development via reflection
on and discussion of viewers’ own morality and moral choices (Krijnen, 2011).
According to psychologist Kohlberg (cf. different moral stages, 1973) individuals
that have indeed a growing realization that the individual’s own perspective
may take precedence over society’s dominant view, are more “morally mature”
than individuals who are (only) authority and social order obedience driven.

Morally Ambivalent Characters and Morally Ambivalent Media
Content as Moral Laboratory

The results of the case studies and subsequently formulated Processing Narrative
& Moral Expectations Theory indicate that watching morally ambiguous drama
can be a fruitful moral laboratory for viewers to come to terms with their own
complex dilemmas in social reality. Most importantly, the framework showcases
how viewers’ moral mind can be both strengthened and re-personalized in this
morally challenging lab. The moral predicaments represented in the narrative
can serve, as Grizzard et al. (2015) termed it, a “moral sandbox”, in which viewers
can safely try out and run-through different responses to (future) situations.
This dissertation showcases that this “playful” experimenting with morality is
not something that happens outside of the viewer, but is a process that needs a
viewer who is truly on board (e.g., includes his own moral makeup and real-life
experiences) with the game of storytelling and identification to reach its full
potential.
Based on the empirical studies in this dissertation, we conclude that there
are three stages and subsequent outcomes of the Processing Narrative & Moral
Expectations Theory, in the evaluation of MACs and their behavior in morally
ambiguous drama.
Stage 1: moral adaptability. When the route towards moral evaluation is mainly
grounded in the morally ambivalent moral reasoning in the narrative, the moral
complexity in the narrative is fully experienced, and leads to moral judgments
that are very similar to the moral predicaments, motivations and actions of the
MACs. The formation of viewer’s moral judgements is primarily guided by the
moral predicaments of the characters. Morally ambivalent narratives invite
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viewers to anticipate on possible and desirable moral outcomes. In doing so the
narrative creates a moral laboratory in which viewers can explore moral limits,
emotions, imagination, reflection, sensitivity and understanding (cf. Carroll,
2000; Grizzard, Tamborini, Lewis, Wang & Prabhu, 2015). Evaluating MACs and
their behavior in this fictitious world is a safe playground because of viewer’s
moral adaptability.
Stage 2: moral strength. When the route towards moral evaluation is mainly
rooted in viewer’s own (strict) moral makeup, the continuous application by
viewers of their own rigid norm-based knowledge is connected to the repudiation
of the moral complexity in the narrative as such. It leads to very clear-cut moral
judgments, and, in some cases, even moral disengagement from the text to
maintain, uphold and even strengthen the deeply held ideals and beliefs. In this
stage viewers hold on to (theoretical) rules, regulations and protocols for the
very reason that the fictitious world is ruled by ambivalence. This way the moral
laboratory is used to strengthen the viewer’s own moral make up and ability of
applying one’s moral rules.
Stage 3: moral change. When the route towards moral evaluation is both
grounded in the morally ambivalent moral reasoning in the narrative as well as
viewers’ own moral makeup and experiences, the moral laboratory is used to its
full potential. The mental experiments are fueled by the morally ambivalent
narratives on one hand and the viewers willingness to call their own moral
make up into question on the other. This leads to highly complex moral
rumination and very nuanced moral judgments. In this stage viewers take an
active, independent and conscious moral position in relation to behavior and/or
motivations of MACs and its underlying social predicaments. They have gained
the capability to accept “the responsibility for working out their own [moral]
solutions and making their own [moral] judgments” (Rosenblatt, 1938, p. 201).

Practical Implementations

In sum, the Processing Narrative & Moral Expectations Theory is a systematic
account of how processing of morally ambivalent series takes place. According
to Mar and Oatley (2008), the ultimate function of fiction is the abstraction and
simulation of social reality, which promotes the transmission of (moral)
knowledge about the social world and a greater understanding and empathy of
others and ourselves. Morally ambiguous drama series are a morally deep,
multifocal and complex abstraction and simulation of postmodern life, and
therefore a profound instrument for stimulating moral development of a broad
range of viewers in different life stages.
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College in particular is one of the best places to encourage moral development,
specifically the development of professional ethics (Perry, 1999). Young people
enjoy series that are contextually related to their future life (Weaver et al., 2012;
Weaver, Wilson & Langendyk, 2014). College teachers have already turned to
drama series that are situated in a professional setting for challenging input in
their classes on professional ethics (e.g., Weaver et al., 2012; Weaver, Wilson &
Langendyk, 2014). The moral predicaments of House, M.D., Dexter or The Sopranos
are, for example, a potentially effective tool of broaching relevant dilemmas
respectively with medical students (cf. Wicclair, 2008), in prison or police
academies, or with (developmental) psychology- and/or law students. Gossip
Girl can be incorporated in high school education program (“love literacy”),
during pupils’ first (hurtful) love experiences.
Building on our results and these three stages, we would like to give teachers
three recommendations. Firstly, we recommend making use of the moral
deliberations in the morally ambiguous drama series. The qualitative content
analyses revealed that the sampled shows all develop according to a classic
Hollywood model (Weijers, 2014), in which (moral) choices have to be made by
the protagonist. These choices continuously articulate a latent conflict of values.
Teachers could stop the show on these choice moments, and zoom in on the
complexities of the moral predicament of the protagonists and the various
perspectives on this predicament by other characters, for example in the setting
of a role-play. Secondly, teachers should make use of the differences in moral
evaluations of different groups of viewers, by confronting students with moral
interpretations of specific groups of viewers with different backgrounds and
experiences. Lastly, we recommend that these morally ambiguous drama series
should be incorporated in the later years of the education to reach its full
potential, since most young students lack the moral nuance to actually see to the
heart of the life’s dilemmas at hand.
It is our hope that this theoretical framework will prove useful in future
research that endeavors to further disentangle the complexities of morally
ambivalent media drama and other media forms as a moral laboratory wherein
viewers come to terms with dilemmas of life via moral evaluation, the uses and
conditions of moral rumination, and the appreciation and enjoyment of MACs.
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Nederlandse Samenvatting
Inleiding

Imiteert het leven de kunst of imiteert de kunst het leven? De Amerikaanse
scenarist Woody Allen parafraseerde en actualiseerde het beroemde antwoord
van Oscar Wilde op deze vraag door te stellen: “Het leven imiteert geen kunst,
het imiteert slechte televisie” (in: Husbands and Wives [Greenhut & Allen, 1992]).
Toch zijn het volgens de Franse filosoof Paul Ricoeur (1988) verhalen, zoals televisieverhalen, die de menselijke werkelijkheid van handelen en lijden op een
uiterst samengebalde manier nabootsen, en doen dat met een begrijpelijkheid
die ons eigen leven dikwijls ontbeert. Voortbouwend op Aristoteles’ notie over
hoe tragische poëzie het leven imiteert, verklaart de theorie van Ricoeur dat
verhalen een ‘net’ vormen die de verbeelding van de ontvanger tijdelijk vangt en
gevangen houdt (Ricoeur, 1988; Turnau, 2004). Waarom voelen sommige op
televisie vertoonde ‘netten’ als te ondraaglijk, te simpel of irrelevant om het spel
van storytelling en identificatie mee te spelen, terwijl andere verhalen juist
betekenisvol, moreel diepgaand en belangrijk lijken? Hoe vellen wij, als publiek,
dat oordeel eigenlijk?
De steeds populairder wordende dramaseries van Amerikaanse betaalzenders,
zoals HBO, Netflix en AMC, worden door critici geprezen om hun artistieke en
indringende weergave van de complexiteit van het menselijk bestaan (Chaney,
2017; The Economist, 2011; Tryon, 2015). Ze worden postmoderne (Dant, 2005),
existentiële of moreel ambigue dramaseries genoemd (Lane, 2001), en worden
getypeerd als uitdagend voor de kijker – met een geduldige vertelstijl, losse
eindjes en moreel complexe karakters (The Econoom, 2011; Tryon, 2015). Deze
series staan ook bol van immoreel gedrag, zoals wetsovertredingen, (seksueel)
geweld, ontrouw, drugsmisbruik, bedrog of fraude (Turnau, 2004; Tryon, 2015).
Als gevolg daarvan wordt in zowel publieke als academische debatten
herhaaldelijk gepleit voor het standpunt dat dit soort grove morele schendingen
in deze shows - en op televisie in het algemeen - immoreel gedrag in de samenleving
stimuleren (zo niet veroorzaken) (bijv. Comstock & Scharrer, 2003) .
Studies, die zijn gebaseerd op een Durkheimiaans, functionalistisch perspectief,
betogen daarentegen dat normovertredingen in de media nuttig zijn voor de
samenleving. Zolang die schendingen op ondubbelzinnige wijze worden
veroordeeld, kunnen ze zelfs functioneel zijn bij het handhaven van de morele
orde (Daalmans, Hijmans, & Wester, 2017; Grabe, 2002; Klapper, 1960). Klassieke
politieseries (bijv. CSI, Criminal Minds) maken een duidelijk onderscheid tussen
“juiste” en “verkeerde” motivaties en gedragingen en elke schending van de
morele orde wordt rechtgezet door de acties van de held/protagonist (Lane ,
2001). Dit soort shows fungeren daarom als een hedendaagse, openbare
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schandpaal waar normschendingen publiekelijk worden verworpen: de normen
en waarden van de samenleving met betrekking tot rechtvaardigheid en passend
gedrag worden op eenduidige wijze (her)bevestigd. Deze tamelijk rechtlijnige morele
redenering schept morele zekerheid bij kijkers (Lane, 2001). Morele redenering is
de redenering in het verhaal die een morele boodschap bevat, in het algemeen
aangeduid als morele redenering in de tekst (zie: Raney 2004).
De laatste decennia zijn we echter getuige van een groeiend scala aan
televisiedrama, dat veel minder evidente morele boodschappen bevat (Lane,
2001). Met name kwaliteitsdrama vertoond op betaaltelevisienetwerken, zoals
hierboven reeds geïntroduceerd, zijn niet gecentreerd rondom klassieke, moreel
goede helden, maar hebben antihelden of zelfs criminelen als (hoofd)personages:
de zogenaamde moreel dubbelzinnige karakters [MAC’s] (Eden, Daalmans, & Johnson,
2017; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Shafer & Raney, 2012). Opmerkelijke en extreem
populaire voorbeelden van deze MAC’s zijn Tony Soprano (The Sopranos), een
sociopathische gangster die óók een liefhebbende familieman is en lijdt aan
paniekaanvallen; Dr. Gregory House (House MD), een briljante, maar brute,
pillenslikkende en wantrouwende arts die gespecialiseerd is in diagnostische
geneeskunde, Dexter Morgan (Dexter), een getraumatiseerde seriemoordenaar
die als wetshandhaver werkt en tegelijkertijd “immorele mensen” vermoordt,
en de hoofdpersonen van Gossip Girl, wiens complexe zoektocht naar romantische
liefde niet alleen hartverscheurend is, maar ook per definitie anderen kwetst.
MAC’s innerlijke morele overwegingen over deze acties en hun onderliggende
motivaties worden expliciet besproken in voice-over (Dexter) of met therapeuten
(The Sopranos; Dexter), familieleden (The Sopranos; Dexter; Gossip Girl), lotgenoten
(Gossip Girl), of collega’s (The Sopranos; Dexter; House MD), en meer impliciet met
andere MAC’s binnen de cast. Omdat deze personages onderdeel zijn van meerdere,
moreel complexe, en langlopende verhaallijnen (Willis, 2002), behandelen deze
series voortdurend een breed scala aan complexe morele dilemma’s die onopgelost
blijven in het verhaal (Dant, 2005). Terwijl moraliteit in bijvoorbeeld traditionele
politieseries vaak vanzelfsprekend en geritualiseerd is, mist moreel ambigue
drama morele zekerheid en biedt het een podium voor moreel verwerpelijke
hoofdpersonages (Lane, 2001). Daarom vraagt deze voortdurende discussie over
waarden zoals rechtvaardigheid, professionaliteit en liefde in deze series “een
complex oordeel aan de kant van de kijker” (Dant, 2005, p.6). Hoe werkt het
vellen van dit oordeel , oftewel de morele evaluatie, door kijkers over MAC’s?
Om de centrale vraag van dit proefschrift binnen het theoretisch kader verder
te onderbouwen, moeten we eerst zowel MAC’s en hun relatie met een moreel
ambigue redenering als morele evaluatie definiëren.
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Definitie MAC’s als producenten van een moreel ambigue redenering. MAC’s
zijn een prominent onderwerp geworden in het hedendaagse media-psychologische
onderzoek, dat is gewijd aan het definiëren van wat hen onderscheidt van
‘goede’ en ‘slechte’ karakters (Eden, Daalmans, & Johnson, 2016; Eden, Grizzard,
& Lewis, 2011; Daalmans, Hijmans, & Wester , 2017; Tamborini et al., 2010), het
beschrijven van hun rol in de verhalende context (Kleemans, Eden, Daalmans,
van Ommen, & Weijers, 2017; Shafer & Raney, 2012) en het ontrafelen van hun
aantrekkingskracht op kijkers (Janicke & Raney , 2015, 2017; Krakowiak, 2015;
Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013, 2015; Shafer & Raney,
2012). In dit proefschrift wordt verondersteld dat MAC’s (Eden, Daalmans, &
Johnson, 2017; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Shafer & Raney, 2012; Krakowiak &
Tsay-Vogel, 2015) “zowel goede als slechte dingen doen” (Krakowiak & Oliver,
2012, p.117) en “zich vaak immoreel gedragen” (Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2015).
Tegenover dit immorele gedrag staan echter ook vaak vergoelijkende kwaliteiten,
die hen doen onderscheiden van de slechteriken (Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2015).
De acties van MAC’s veroorzaken een reeks gebeurtenissen in de zich
eindeloos ontvouwende verhaallijnen van de dramaserie, maar MAC’s morele
vraagstuk blijft vaak bestaan. MAC’s kunnen reageren op omstandigheden en
gebeurtenissen, maar de manier waarop het verhaal zich ontwikkelt, wordt
bepaald door de houding die zij ten aanzien van die omstandigheden en
gebeurtenissen hebben (“character creates plot”, cf. Egri, 1960, Weijers, 2014). De
morele redenering in het verhaal is, als gevolg van deze aanpak, dus ook moreel
ambivalent.
Definitie morele evaluatie. Om te begrijpen hoe MAC’s zich verhouden tot
de (uiteindelijke) morele oordelen van kijkers over hen, moeten we het begrip
morele evaluatie toelichten. Haidt (2001, p.818) gebruikt morele redenering
van mensen als een vergelijkbare term voor morele evaluatie door kijkers, en
definieert het als: “de bewuste mentale activiteit die bestaat uit het verwerken
van gegeven informatie over mensen om een moreel oordeel te vellen”. Haidt
suggereert ook dat moreel redeneren een tweevoudig proces is, waarbij zowel
morele overwegingen, oftewel rationele reflectieve gedachten over mensen en hun
morele situaties, en morele intuïties, oftewel snelle emotionele reacties op die
situaties, betrokken zijn.
Voortbouwend op Haidts (2001) definitie van morele redenering door
individuen, omschrijft Raney de morele evaluaties van karakters door kijkers
als “het vellen van morele oordelen over de acties en drijfveren van protagonisten”
(Raney, 2005, pp. 3519-3520). Morele evaluatie is dus een abstracte positie die de
morele redenering in de tekst rechtvaardigt, en dat doet in de richting van het
daadwerkelijke morele oordeel van de kijker (Raney, 2004; 2005; Zillmann, 2000).
Bovendien richten we ons, in navolging van Haidts onderscheid in het proces
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van moreel redeneren, zowel op de rationele als de emotionele kant van morele
evaluatie, en zijn we ook geïnteresseerd in de mate van de (voorlopige)
betrokkenheid van kijkers met morele dilemma’s zoals gepresenteerd in de
context van een vertelling. Samenvattend definiëren we morele evaluatie als: het
emotionele en/of rationele proces van “het vellen van morele oordelen over de
acties en motieven van MAC’s”.
Theoretische routes naar morele evaluatie. De Affective Disposition Theorie
(ADT: Raney, 2004; 2005; Zillmann, 2000), de belangrijkste theorie in het
onderzoek naar karakters en kijkersreacties daarop, stelt dat kijkplezier afhangt
van de congruentie tussen enerzijds de affectieve dispositie van een kijker ten
opzichte van een karakter en anderzijds de acties, motivaties en uitkomsten van
dit karakter in het verhaal. Eerder onderzoek naar morele evaluaties van MAC’s
borduurde voort op het idee van Zillmann (2000), waarin kijkers van dramaseries
worden voorgesteld als “onvermoeibare morele monitoren”. Dit betekent dat
kijkers voortdurend beoordelen wat ze op het scherm zien, en dat deze constante
morele vonnissen over het gedrag en de drijfveren van karakters de valentie
en intensiteit van de affectieve disposities van kijkers ten aanzien van de
protagonisten beïnvloeden (bijv. Eden, Grizzard, & Lewis, 2011; Janicke & Raney,
2015; Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2013).
Zillmann (2000) beweerde ook dat morele oordelen kunnen variëren binnen
morele subculturen, die verschillende relevantiestructuren, morele oriëntaties
en patronen van morele gerechtigheid en bestraffing delen. In zijn baanbrekende
artikel (Zillmann, 2000) riep hij op tot verkenning van deze morele subculturen.
Daarnaast schetste Raney (2004) in zijn Extended ADT-model (EADT) dat
kijkersgroepen zich op verschillende wijze inlaten met moraliteit in de tekst. In
aanvulling op morele evaluaties die het resultaat zijn van het eigen morele kader
van de specifieke kijkersgroep, vroeg Raney zich in dit model af of morele
oordelen van kijkers ook zouden kunnen voortkomen uit de narratieve ervaring
door nabijheid met de morele redenering in het verhaal. Als gevolg van deze
nabijheid worden de morele principes van de kijker terzijde geschoven omwille
van kijkplezier (een vorm van morele terugtrekking) (Raney 2004, blz. 364).
Deze twee routes naar morele evaluatie zijn door Lee en Shapiro (2014)
samengevat als twee verschillende redenaties. Ze wijzen er specifiek op dat
morele evaluatie gebaseerd is op een rationalistische sequentie waarin oordelen
over de (goede/slechte) bedoeling achter het handelen van het karakter, leidt tot
morele oordelen over de actie en een specifieke (positieve/negatieve) disposities
richting het personage (bijv. Zillmann, 2000), of een intuïtionistische sequentie
waarin eerdere affectieve disposities ten aanzien van het karakter de basis
vormen voor de latere morele oordelen over het gedrag van een karakter (bijv.
Raney, 2004).
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Voortbordurend op het idee dat enerzijds de tekstkenmerken en anderzijds de
kenmerken van de kijkers (die meerdere morele subculturen kunnen vertegenwoordigen) een rol spelen bij morele evaluatie, definiëren we drie theoretisch
afzonderlijke routes om tot morele evaluatie van MAC’s en moreel ambigu
drama te komen. Deze routes zijn gebaseerd op: (1) de morele redenering van
moreel ambigu drama, (2) de eigen kenmerken van kijkers, zoals de morele
blauwdruk, kennis en/of ervaringen uit het dagelijks leven, en (3) het samenspel
tussen zowel morele redenering in de tekst als de kenmerken van kijkers.

Het Doel van Deze Dissertatie

Om een significante en relevante bijdrage te leveren aan het wetenschappelijke
en publieke debat, zal dit proefschrift in kaart brengen hoe morele evaluatie
werkt wanneer dramaseries kijkers niet eenduidig begeleiden in hun morele
oordeel door duidelijke morele oplossingen in de plot aan te dragen. Het doel
van dit project is om het samenspel tussen enerzijds kenmerken van de mediainhoud (MAC’s in hun narratieve context, oftewel morele redenering) en anderzijds
kenmerken van de mediagebruiker (kenmerken van kijkers) bij het komen tot
morele evaluatie te onderzoeken. Beide factoren vertegenwoordigen de bilaterale
uiteinden van een continuüm waarin de verschillende routes naar morele
oordelen van kijkers over de acties en drijfveren van MAC’s worden voorgesteld.
Om dit doel te bereiken, zal dit proefschrift een overkoepelend theoretisch
kader ontwikkelen, dat gebaseerd is op het volledige spectrum van routes voor
morele evaluaties van verschillende groepen kijkers met verschillende morele
blauwdrukken, opvattingen en ervaringen over verschillende voorbeelden van
MAC’s in moreel ambigu drama. Dit raamwerk bouwt voort op de resultaten
van vier empirische casestudies, die zich richten op de morele redenering in
afleveringen van vier dramaseries met onderscheidende MAC’s, namelijk: The
Sopranos, House M.D., Dexter en Gossip Girl. Tegelijkertijd richten de casestudies
zich op de morele evaluaties van thematisch gerelateerde kijkersgroepen (Ntotaal
= 262). Deze kijkersgroepen delen specifieke kennis en ervaringen uit hun
dagelijkse praktijk die van toepassing is op setting van deze vier series. De vier
casestudies bieden samen een voortschrijdend begrip over morele evaluaties
van MAC’s in het algemeen.

De Aanpak van Deze Dissertatie

De benadering van dit proefschrift is geworteld in twee fundamentele motieven:
(1) de morele evaluatie van MAC’s moet (ook) worden verkend vanuit een
functionalistisch perspectief, en (2) het analyseren van de morele beoordelingen
van kijkers vereist een multimethodische benadering.
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Morele evaluatie van MAC’s moet vanuit een functionalistisch perspectief
worden benaderd. Dit proefschrift gaat uit van het idee dat het bekijken en
evalueren van morele dilemma’s en schendingen in moreel ambigue dramaseries
nuttig kan zijn voor specifieke kijkersgroepen (cf. Daalmans, Hijmans, & Wester,
2017; Grabe, 2002; Klapper, 1960). Niet alleen bezorgen deze zeer populaire series
veel kijkplezier bij een grote verscheidenheid aan mensen, maar hebben ook het
vermogen een sociaal overtuigend gevoel van onze essentiële realiteit te
representeren (Fiske, 1987, blz. 21; Oud, Weijers & Wester , 1997). Ze verdiepen de
betekenis van de menselijke wereld door deze te ordenen in een plot (zie Ricoeur,
1988), en doen – vanwege de explicitatie van morele schendingen – volledig eer
aan de diepste angsten en aspiraties van kijkers (zie Bettelheim, 1976).
Vanwege deze ‘waarachtigheid’ zou dit specifieke type televisieserie
gelegenheid kunnen bieden tot inzichtelijke reflectie en discussie over moreel
complexe werkelijkheden. Morele ruminatie - het vermogen en het proces waarmee
iemand verschillende perspectieven op een morele situatie evalueert, waardoor
duidelijk wordt welke morele waarde het belangrijkst is in een specifieke
situatie, en welke morele actie de voorkeur heeft (Eden, Daalmans, van Ommen
& Weijers, 2017) - kan worden gekoppeld aan zowel morele verbeeldingskracht
als morele simulatie van moreel veeleisende situaties in het echte leven (zie
Grizzard et al., 2015). Bovendien, gebaseerd op theorieën van eudemonische,
“waarheidszoekende” motivaties voor mediaconsumptie (Bartsch & Schneider,
2014; Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012; Oliver, Kim, Hoewe, Shade, & Cooke,
2013; Oliver & Raney, 2011; Tamborini, Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010),
heeft onderzoek al ervaringen op het gebied van waarheidsvinding gekoppeld
aan een aantal positieve resultaten. Studies van Bartsch en Mares (2014), Bartsch
et al. (2016), Scherr et al. (2017) en Eden et al. (2017) stellen dat moreel complexe
en controversiële media-inhoud kan leiden tot reflectief denken en zingevingsprocessen, bijvoorbeeld over geweld als onderdeel van de sociale werkelijkheid.
Bovendien wordt moreel uitdagend televisiedrama aanbevolen als een potentieel
hulpmiddel bij de morele opvoeding van jonge professionals (bijv. Wicclair,
2008).
De analyse van morele evaluaties vereist een mixed-methods benadering.
We nemen aan dat de relatie tussen enerzijds gemedieerd immoreel gedrag in
moreel ambigue televisieseries en anderzijds morele schendingen in de samenleving complexer is dan bijvoorbeeld effectstudies binnen het domein van de
communicatiewetenschap hebben gesuggereerd (bijv. Wood, Wong & Chachere,
1991). Daarom is een meer diepgaande onderzoeksbenadering nodig. Het verwerken
van media-inhouden door mediagebruikers lijkt op autorijden: “Like a car is a tool
for driving, a content [media-inhoud] is a tool for reading. Although the driver
[mediagebruiker] is in control, he cannot drive a car without the vehicle.” (Oud,
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Weijers & Wester, 1997, blz. 3). Daarom houdt deze exploratieve analyse van
morele evaluatie rekening met zowel de kenmerken van de media-inhoud als de
kenmerken van de mediagebruiker. We combineerden kwalitatieve inhouds
analyse met kwalitatieve diepte-interviews, en de vier casestudies werden met
elkaar verbonden via doelgerichte en theoretische sampling en zijn achtereenvolgend uitgevoerd.
Kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyses. Zoals eerder vermeld, kunnen mediainhouden verschillen in morele redenatie en, afhankelijk van deze redenatie,
kan “de” morele betekenis van inhoud variëren in mate van morele ambiguïteit
(Lane, 2001). Om de specifieke morele redenering in afleveringen van moreel
ambigue televisiedramaseries te ontrafelen, is kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyse
nodig. Het doel is om te onderzoeken wat voor soort morele dilemma’s worden
verteld, waarbij niet alleen wordt gefocust op de gemedieerde morele overtreding
zelf, maar ook hoe de morele schendingen worden gerepresenteerd, en hoe ze
ingekaderd worden binnen de moreel complexe, langlopende en meerdere
verhaallijnen (Oud Weijers & Wester, 1997). Zoals eerder vermeld, is de morele
redenering van afleveringen uit vier televisieseries onder de loep genomen, met
onderscheidende MAC’s zoals: Tony Soprano (The Sopranos), Dr. House (House
M.D.), Dexter (Dexter) en Gossip Girl’s hoofdpersonages Serena, Blair, Nate, Dan
en Chuck.
Op elk van de afleveringen is een kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyse uitgevoerd,
die was gericht op zowel visuele als narratieve aspecten van de aflevering
(Wester & Weijers, 2006). Er zijn drie hoofdredenen aan te voeren voor het
uitvoeren van een kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyse voorafgaand aan de diepte-interviews: het ontwarren van de morele dilemma’s waar een kijker tijdens de
kijken van de aflevering mee wordt geconfronteerd; het alvast in kaart brengen
van potentiële kansen voor discussiepunten; het genereren van verdiepende
doorvragen op basis van de vertoonde aflevering.
Kwalitatieve diepte-interviews. In het onderzoek zijn thematisch gerelateerde
kijkersgroepen betrokken, die specifieke dagelijkse kennis en praktijkervaringen
delen met betrekking tot het morele onderwerp van deze vier dramaseries.
Deze verschillende groepen zijn gesampled omdat ze hoogstwaarschijnlijk tot
verschillende morele evaluaties zullen komen, gezien hun persoonlijke levensgeschiedenis en morele overtuigingen met betrekking tot het morele onderwerp dat
in de serie wordt behandeld. Bovendien delen deze groepen kijkerskenmerken,
zoals patronen van moraliteitssalliantie en de aanvaarding en aantrekkingskracht van (gemedieerde) normovertredingen, die een rol spelen bij media
voorkeuren (Mastro, Enriquez, Bowman, Prabhu, & Tamborini, 2013). Daarom
kunnen deze kijkersgroepen worden gedefinieerd als verschillende morele
subculturen (bijv. Tamborini, Eden, Bowman, Grizzard & Lachlan, 2012).
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De resultaten van de inhoudsanalyses in combinatie met de theoretische veronderstellingen over morele evaluaties op basis van morele redenering, kijkerskenmerken of beide, vormden de input voor de interviewhandleiding voor de
kwalitatieve diepte-interviews (bijv. Gorden, 1992). Deze interviewhandleiding
werd voor elk onderzoek enigszins aangepast. De interviews waren semigestructureerd van aard, met vaste onderwerpen en deels vaste follow-uponderwerpen of –vragen. Deze werden tijdens het interview niet rigide afgedwongen.
Een selectie van beeldmateriaal (stills) uit de vertoonde aflevering, die gebaseerd
was op de inhoudsanalyse, legde de verschillende personages en scènes vast.
Dit beeldmateriaal werd gebruikt als stimuli om de geïnterviewden het verhaal
te laten herinneren en het interview te starten (Pauwels, 1996). Voordat het
interview plaatsvond, werd een van de afleveringen vertoond aan de geïnterviewden.
Alle afleveringen zijn, mits goed geïntroduceerd eenvoudig te volgen voor
respondenten die niet bekend zijn met de serie.
Steekproef. Voor de selectie van zowel het stimulusmateriaal (afleveringen
van verschillende reeksen) als de kijkersgroepen, werd gebruik gemaakt van
een steekproef gebaseerd op doelgerichte en theoretische gronden (Boeije, 2010).
Doelgerichte sampling verwijst naar de kijkersgroep, dramaserie of aflevering
waarvan de onderzoeker denkt dat deze specifieke morele dilemma’s bevat die
mogelijk aantrekkelijk zijn voor specifieke kijkersgroepen. Theoretische sampling
verwijst naar het kiesproces van nieuwe onderzoeksdomeinen of –specifieke
cases, die als vergelijkingsmateriaal konden dienen voor reeds uitgevoerde
onderzoeken. De resultaten van elke casestudie fungeerden daarom als feedback
voor de selectie van series en kijkersgroepen van de volgende casestudie (zie
hoofdstuk 6 voor meer informatie over het selectieproces).

De Hoofdlijnen van Deze Dissertatie

Zoals eerder vermeld, bestaat dit proefschrift uit vier empirische studies
(hoofdstuk 2-5) en één theoretisch onderzoek (hoofdstuk 6). Alle artikelen zijn
gepubliceerd of ter publicatie aangeboden. De inhoud van de hoofdstukken in
dit proefschrift is gelijk aan de gepubliceerde of ingediende papers. Omdat elk
hoofdstuk opzichzelfstaand is, heeft elk hoofdstuk een eigen samenvatting,
introductie, discussie en referentielijst. Het onderstaande gedeelte biedt een
korte samenvatting van elk hoofdstuk.
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Hoofdstuk 2: Analyse van de morele evaluaties van gevangenen, rechtshandhavers en burgers over The Sopranos.12 Het tweede hoofdstuk bevat een
kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyse en een diepte-interviewstudie, en is de eerste
studie die onderzoekt hoe “morele monitoring” (Zillmann, 2000) van toepassing
is op MAC’s. Specifiek: hoe morele evaluatie van toepassing is op moreel ambigu
misdaaddrama met wetsovertredende protagonisten. Deze verkennende studie
is gebaseerd op kwalitatieve interviews (N = 3x20) die bedoeld zijn om inzicht te
verschaffen in de gronden van morele evaluaties van geselecteerde episodes van
gangsterdramaserie The Sopranos.
Er zijn drie afleveringen uit het tweede en vijfde seizoen van The Sopranos
geselecteerd, namelijk de afleveringen “From Where to Eternity” (seizoen 2,
aflevering 22 [S2E22]), “Full Leather Jacket” (S2E21) en “Irregular Around the
Margins” (S5E5)). Deze afleveringen werden gekozen als goede voorbeelden van
de morele onzekerheid die kenmerkend is voor de show: de scheidslijnen tussen
daders en slachtoffers zijn bijzonder vaag en de rechtvaardigheid van de wetstaat
voortdurend onder druk. Kijkers van drie onderscheidende morele subculturen
(namelijk: gevangenen, wetshandhavers en burgers) werden geïnterviewd.
De resultaten toonden aan dat de meerderheid van de gevangenen en wetshandhavingsfunctionarissen hun morele evaluaties voornamelijk baseerden op hun
professionele opvattingen en ervaringen, en dat ze tot vrij strikte, maar
verschillende morele evaluaties kwamen. De meeste burgers hadden daarentegen
een meer “milde” houding ten opzichte van de verhalen en personages uit
The Sopranos. Burgers baseerden hun morele evaluaties over het algemeen op de
moreel dubbelzinnige verhaalwereld van The Sopranos, en toonden daarom ook
meer nuances in hun morele oordelen.
Hoofdstuk 3: Analyse van de morele evaluaties van medische studenten
en artsen van House, M.D. 13Het derde hoofdstuk bevat een kwalitatieve
inhoudsanalyse en een diepgaand interviewonderzoek waarin wordt onderzocht
hoe “moreel monitoren” (Zillmann, 2000) van toepassing is op moreel ambigue
medische televisiedrama met een MAC die als arts ogenschijnlijk een traditionele
‘goeierik’ zou kunnen zijn (en is daarom een uitstekend contrast in relatie tot
Tony Soprano). Eerder onderzoek toont aan dat geneeskundestudenten graag
naar de moreel ambigue medische dramaserie House M.D. kijken (bijv. Czarny,
Faden, Nolan, Bodensiek, & Sugarman, 2008), en dat televisieseries met MAC’s
12
13

Van Ommen, M., Daalmans, S., Weijers, A., de Leeuw, R.N.H., & Buijzen, M. (2016). Analyzing
prisoners’, law enforcement agents’, and civilians’ moral evaluations of The Sopranos. Poetics,
58, 52-65. doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2016.07.003.
Van Ommen, M., Daalmans, S., & Weijers, A. (2014). Who is the doctor in this House? Analysing
the moral evaluations of doctors and medical students of House M.D. American Journal of
Bioethics: Empirical Bioethics, 5(4), 61-74, doi:https://doi.org/10.1080/23294515.2014.938198
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een bruikbaar instrument zijn voor studenten om morele oordelen te vellen en
deze te bespreken als onderdeel van hun ethische opleiding (Vanderford, 1999).
Er bestaat echter enige bezorgdheid over de manier waarop het onethische
gedrag van de hoofdpersoon uiteindelijk hun professioneel gedrag zou kunnen
beïnvloeden (Czarny et al., 2008). Het doel van deze studie is om inzicht te
verschaffen in de (variërende) morele evaluatie van geneeskundestudenten en
artsen over de acties en motivaties van personages in de aflevering “Informed
Consent” (S3E03).
Er zijn diepgaande, semigestructureerde interviews (N = 51) uitgevoerd
onder een diverse steekproef van medische studenten in verschillende stadia
van hun opleiding en artsen uit verschillende specialismen. De resultaten
toonden aan dat de morele evaluaties van de aflevering van House M.D. varieert,
naargelang de mate van professionele (theoretische en praktische) ervaring.
Over het algemeen hebben meer ervaren artsen een meer genuanceerde kijk op
het beroep en professionele ethiek dan geneeskundestudenten, en House, M.D. is
een potentieel effectief instrument om bio-ethische dilemma’s als onderwerp
van discussie met zowel studenten als artsen te behandelen.
Hoofdstuk 4: Een verkenning van Dexter als hulpmiddel voor morele
educatie in het professionele domein. 14Het vierde hoofdstuk bevat een
kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyse en diepte-interviewstudie die tot doel heeft om de
discussie te verdiepen over de mogelijke verdiensten van moreel ambigue drama’s
als een hulpmiddel in morele educatie in het professionele domein. Om dit doel te
bereiken wordt er inzicht verschaft in de morele evaluaties van verschillende
groepen rechten- en (ontwikkelings)psychologiestudenten. Uit het eerste seizoen
van Dexter werd een geschikte aflevering gekozen, namelijk de pilot-aflevering
(E01S01).
Deze aflevering werd gekozen als een goed voorbeeld van de morele
onzekerheid die typerend is voor de show, omdat de aflevering de morele
spanning toont tussen “natuur en opvoeding”, Dexters drang tot doden en zijn
morele controle. Voortbouwend op eerdere resultaten en rekening houdend met
de twee kanten van Dexters morele pathologie, selecteerden we kijkers in
verschillende fasen van hun (ontwikkelings)psychologie- of rechtenstudie.
Diepte-interviews (N = 61) werden uitgevoerd onder een diverse steekproef
onder studenten van deze studies. De resultaten toonden verschillen in morele
evaluaties aan, afhankelijk van de mate van “professionele” ervaring. Opvallend
is dat rechtenstudenten in de eerste jaren van hun opleidingde onwettige
14
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redenering van de “waakzame” seriemoordenaar Dexter volgden in hun morele
evaluatie, in plaats van hun eigen morele opvattingen. Maar zij ontwikkelen
tijdens hun opleiding langzaam een professioneel, strikt procedureel,
perspectief. (Ontwikkelings)psychologiestudenten, daarentegen, gronden hun
morele evaluaties direct in een professioneel perspectief, maar gaan van een
idealistisch naar een meer realistisch en genuanceerd standpunt.
Hoofdstuk 5: Analyse van morele evaluaties over liefde en liefdesrelaties
in Gossip Girl.15 Het vijfde hoofdstuk bevat een kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyse
en een diepte-interviewstudie die inzoomt op een allesomvattend levensdomein
van het leven, namelijk: romantische liefde en relaties. Populaire liefdesverhalen
verleiden ons met visioenen dat ware liefde ons macht geeft of “onszelf doet
verliezen”, en dat het voor iedereen voor het oprapen ligt. Maar wat als al deze
verbeeldingen van liefde in één tv-serie onder de loep worden genomen? Dat is
namelijk wat er gebeurt in de tv-serie Gossip Girl. Hoe kan je een tv-serie moreel
begrijpen die geen duidelijke boodschap over liefde bevat, maar voortdurend de
discussie over (typen van) romantische relaties opvoert? Deze studie was
bedoeld om inzicht te geven in de morele evaluaties van de gronden van kijkers
naar een diversiteit aan romantische relaties in Gossip Girl. Kwalitatieve
interviews werden uitgevoerd onder kijkers (N = 90) over een aflevering van
tiener-dramaseries Gossip Girl (2007-2012), namelijk de aflevering getiteld “The
Beginning” (S1E01).
Deze aflevering werd gekozen als een goed voorbeeld van de morele
onzekerheid die kenmerkend is voor de serie, omdat de aflevering zowel de
idealistische (romantische) notie van liefde en relaties toont, als de functionele
notie van liefde en relaties, evenals een postmodern ideaal van liefde en relaties.
De verschillende noties worden bovendien voortdurend bediscussieerd in de
tekst.
De resultaten tonen aan dat de morele evaluaties van jonge en minder
ervaren kijkers vooral worden gedreven door het Romantische ideaal van “liefde
als sprookje”. Ze komen in hun morele evaluatie tot een akkoord met de
schendingen van hun normen, door deze schendingen te negeren of te
verzachten, zodat ze alsnog trouw kunnen blijven aan hun overtuigingen (d.w.z.
“ Romantische willing suspension of disbelief “). We definieerden drie variaties:
Romantische willing suspension of disbelief (1) ondanks de morele overtredingen
van het Romantisch ideaal door hun favoriete personages; (2) ondanks de veronderstelling dat Hollywoods Romantische utopie ‘nep’ is, en; (3) ondanks het
uiteenvallen van het Romantische ideaal in de eigen sociale realiteit van kijkers.
15

Van Ommen, M., Daalmans, S., Weijers, A., Eden, A., de Leeuw, R.N.H., & Buijzen, M. (2018).
Between Dream and Reality: Analyzing Moral Evaluations About Love and Romantic Relationships
in Gossip Girl. Submitted for publication.
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Ervaren kijkers namen meer hun eigen levenservaringen mee in de morele
evaluatie, en gebruikten ze om na te denken over de representatie van “liefde als
een slagveld” in Gossip Girl.
Hoofdstuk 6: Moreel ambigue televisieseries en morele evaluatie van
kijkers: de constructie van een overkoepelend theoretisch kader16 . De zesde
studie is een theoretische review van de casestudies, die culmineert in een
theoretisch model. De vier empirische en onderling verbonden casestudies
waren van cruciaal belang om te begrijpen hoe morele evaluaties van MAC’s
werken. Cumulatief voortbordurend op de resultaten, introduceert deze studie
een overkoepelend theoretisch raamwerk dat uitlegt hoe kijkers MAC’s begrijpen
op basis van hun morele verwachtingen van een verhaal en hun eigen
professionele en persoonlijke morele ervaring. De resulterende Processing
Narrative & Moral Expectations Theory is een systematische beschrijving van hoe
de verwerking van moreel ambigue series plaatsvindt via rationele kennis over
en emotionele betrokkenheid bij de gemedieerde morele dilemma’s van MAC’s.

Conclusies en Implicaties

Het doel van dit proefschrift was om de wisselwerking te onderzoeken tussen
enerzijds kenmerken van de media-inhoud (MAC’s in hun narratieve context/
morele redenering) en anderzijds kenmerken van de mediagebruiker (kijkerskenmerken) bij het komen tot morele evaluatie. Cumulatief voortbouwend op de
onderzoeksresultaten introduceerde het proefschrift een overkoepelend
theoretisch raamwerk dat uitlegt hoe kijkers moreel dubbelzinnige karakters
moreel definiëren, op basis van hun verwachtingen van een verhaal en hun
eigen professionele en persoonlijke morele ervaring. Bovendien legt de theorie
uit hoe zowel alledaagse ervaringen als televisie-ervaringen een bouwsteen
kunnen zijn voor nieuwe (sets van) verhalende en morele verwachtingen als
instrument voor morele evaluatie van moreel ambigue dramaseries.
Hoe verhoudt dit kader zich ten opzichte van het publieke en wetenschappelijke debat over negatieve effecten van blootstelling aan morele overtredingen
in media, zoals in moreel ambigue dramaseries? Vanuit het gezichtspunt van
Goffman (1974) zijn kijkers virtuele gevangenen van de dominante morele
realiteit. In procedurele televisieseries, zoals de whodunit, is de morele overtreding een vast onderdeel van het format, maar de moraliteit ervan is vanzelfsprekend en geritualiseerd (Lane, 2001). Dit maakt kijkers over het algemeen
“onverschillig voor sociale, morele of politieke kwesties” (Priestman, 1990, blz. 23).
16
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Alhoewel televisie, ongeacht het genre, steevast morele ruminatie en morele
inzichten aanwakkert (Krijnen, 2007), lijkt de morele evaluatie van procedurele
televisiegenres op een nauw “veehok” (Turnau, 2004, blz. 390). Ricoeur (1988)
zou stellen dat de morele redenering, en zijn overtuigende retoriek wat betreft
wet en orde, met ijzeren hand regeert. Hierdoor is er weinig ruimte voor morele
manoeuvreerbaarheid van de kijker.
Onze bevindingen over moreel ambigue dramaseries toonde echter aan dat
kijkers verre van passief consumerend zijn, maar actief betrokken zijn bij de
verhalen, en dat doen op complexe, vaak sterk genuanceerde manieren (zie ook
Bartsch, Mares, Scherr, Kloß, Keppeler, & Posthumus , 2016; Eden, Daalmans,
van Ommen, & Weijers, 2017; Scherr, Bartsch, Mares & Oliver, 2017). Moreel
ambigu televisiedrama kan daarom worden gezien als het betreden van een
ruim en zeer complex “moreel laboratorium” (Ricoeur, 1988; Krijnen, 2011), dat
eindeloos morele dilemma’s representeert en continu morele vanzelfsprekendheden van de samenleving bediscussieert. In dit laboratorium kunnen kijkers
morele kwesties onderzoeken, hierop reflecteren, en beraadslagen zonder dat de
consequenties van hun morele beslissingen realiteit worden (Krijnen, 2011).
Er zijn veel sociologen, psychologen en filosofen die het belang benadrukken
van enerzijds het internaliseren van de morele regels die de maatschappij van
een individu verlangt om een verantwoordelijk leven te leiden, en anderzijds
deze kritisch te bediscussiëren en erop te reflecteren (Bauman, 1993; Kohlberg,
1973; Nietzsche, 1990). Socioloog Bauman (1993) bijvoorbeeld, stelde voor
moraliteit te bevrijden van systematisering - zoals gebeurt in de institutionele
ethische codes van klassieke instellingen. Morele educatie door traditionele
instellingen is niet volledig verdwenen, maar het concurreert nu met, en wordt
sterk beïnvloed door media (Thompson, 1990). Bauman pleit ervoor om moraliteit
opnieuw te personaliseren. Hij stelt dat we dat alleen kunnen doen door te
erkennen dat we de morele capaciteiten van de mens moeten vertrouwen, zodat
we de postmoderne morele orde kunnen hervormen (p 34). Deze menselijke
capaciteiten zijn zeer geavanceerd, en hebben zowel betrekking op emotionele
en impulsieve, als rationele en (zelf)reflectieve processen (Borg, Sinnott-Armstrong, Calhoun & Kiehl, 2011; Haidt, 2001; Lee & Shapiro, 2014). Bovendien kan
de mens vanuit de abstracte positie van een onpartijdige toeschouwer
waarnemen en morele goedkeuring of afkeuring afgeven aan sociale situaties,
zelfs als hij of zij zich niet in deze situatie bevindt (Haidt, 2001; Lee & Shapiro,
2014).
De zeer populaire moreel ambigue televisiedramaseries als genre volgt
geen systematische moraliteitscode, en belichaamt daarom precies de morele
ambivalentie die nodig is om de postmoderne ethiek opnieuw te personaliseren
(Dant, 2005). Eden, Daalmans, van Ommen en Weijers (2017) ontdekten al dat
185

NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING | DUTCH SUMMARY

morele ruminatie van kijkers voorspeld wordt door onderdompeling in het
moreel ambivalente verhaal van The Sopranos. Morele ruminatie kan op zijn
beurt de morele ontwikkeling bevorderen doordat kijkers nadenken en
(innerlijk) discussiëren over de eigen moraliteit en morele keuzes (Krijnen, 2011).
Volgens psycholoog Kohlberg (vgl. Verschillende stadia van morele
ontwikkeling, Kohlberg, 1973) zijn personen die wel degelijk beseffen dat het
individuele perspectief belangrijker kan zijn dan de dominante mening van de
maatschappij, meer “moreel volwassen” dan individuen die (alleen) gedreven
zijn door autoriteit en gehoorzaamheid ten behoeve van de sociale orde.
Moreel ambigue karakters en moreel ambigue media-inhoud als moreel
laboratorium. De resultaten van de casestudies en de vervolgens geconstrueerde
Processing Narrative & Moral Expectations Theorie tonen aan dat het kijken naar
moreel ambigu drama tot lonend moreel laboratorium kan verworden (zie
Ricoeur, 1988; Krijnen, 2011), met name als kijkers hun eigen complexe dilemma’s
in de sociale realiteit onder ogen kunnen zien. Het theoretische model laat
hoofdzakelijk zien hoe morele standpunten van kijkers zowel kunnen worden
versterkt als (opnieuw) gepersonaliseerd worden in dit moreel uitdagende lab.
De morele verhoudingen die in het verhaal worden weergegeven kunnen
dienen, zoals Grizzard et al. (2015) het noemde, als een “morele zandbak”,
waarin kijkers verschillende reacties op (toekomstige) situaties veilig kunnen
uitproberen en doorlopen. Dit proefschrift laat zien dat dit “speelse” experiment
pas zijn volledige potentieel bereikt als een kijker echt volledig betrokken is bij
het spel van storytelling en identificatie (bijvoorbeeld door zijn of haar eigen
morele opvattingen en ervaringen uit het echte leven in het spel te betrekken).
Op basis van de empirische studies in dit proefschrift concluderen we dat er
drie fasen en daaropvolgende uitkomsten zijn van de Processing Narrative &
Moral Expectations Theorie.
Fase 1: moreel aanpassingsvermogen. Wanneer de weg naar morele
evaluatie hoofdzakelijk gebaseerd is op de moreel ambivalente redenering in
het verhaal, wordt de morele complexiteit in het verhaal volledig ervaren. Dat
leidt tot morele oordelen die erg in lijn zijn met de morele dilemma’s, motivaties
en acties van de MAC’s. De vorming van de morele oordelen van de kijker wordt
primair bepaald door de morele vraagstukken van de personages. Moreel
ambivalente verhaallijnen nodigen uit om te anticiperen op mogelijke en
wenselijke morele uitkomsten. Hiermee creëert het verhaal een moreel
laboratorium waarin kijkers morele grenzen, emoties, verbeelding, reflectie,
gevoeligheden en begrip kunnen gaan verkennen (vergelijk Carroll, 2000;
Grizzard, Tamborini, Lewis, Wang & Prabhu, 2015). Het evalueren van MAC’s
en hun gedrag in deze fictieve wereld is als een veilige speeltuin, omdat de kijker
moreel aanpassingsvermogen bezit.
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Fase 2: morele kracht. Wanneer de weg naar morele evaluatie voornamelijk is
geworteld in de eigen (strikte) morele opvatting van de kijker, hangt de
voortdurende toepassing van zijn eigen rigide normen gebaseerde kennis samen
met de verwerping van de morele complexiteit in het verhaal als zodanig. Het
leidt tot zeer eenduidige morele oordelen, en in sommige gevallen zelfs morele
terugtrekking uit de morele redenering om de eigen diepgewortelde idealen en
overtuigingen te behouden en hoog te houden. In deze fase houden kijkers vast
aan (theoretische) regels, voorschriften en protocollen, juist omdat de fictieve
wereld gekenmerkt wordt door ambivalentie. Op deze manier wordt het morele
laboratorium gebruikt om de eigen morele samenstelling en het vermogen van
de kijker om zijn morele regels toe te passen, te versterken.
Fase 3: morele verandering. Wanneer de route naar morele evaluatie zowel
gebaseerd is op de moreel ambivalente morele redenering in het verhaal als op
de eigen morele opvatting en ervaringen van kijkers, wordt het morele
laboratorium volledig benut. Aan de ene kant wordt het mentale experiment van
de kijker gevoed door de moreel ambivalente vertellingen. Aan de andere kant
is er de bereidheid van de kijker om zijn of haar eigen morele opvattingen in
twijfel te trekken. Dit leidt tot zeer complexe morele ruminatie en zeer
genuanceerde morele oordelen. In deze fase nemen kijkers een actieve,
onafhankelijke en bewuste morele positie in relatie tot gedrag en / of motivatie
van MAC’s en de onderliggende sociale problemen. Ze hebben het vermogen
gekregen “the responsibility for working out their own [moral] solutions and making
their own [moral] judgments” (Rosenblatt, 1938, p. 201) te dragen.
Deze uitkomsten komen overeen met de bevindingen van Mar en Oatley
(2018). Volgens hen is de ultieme functie van (audiovisuele) fictie de abstractie en
simulatie van de sociale realiteit, waarin zowel de overdracht van morele kennis
over de sociale wereld als een groter begrip over en empathie voor anderen en
onszelf wordt gestimuleerd. De resultaten van dit proefschrift tonen aan dat
moreel ambigue dramaseries een moreel diepe, complexe en multifocale simulatie
van het postmoderne leven zijn, en die daarom een diepgaand

instrument zijn
voor het stimuleren van de morele ontwikkeling van een brede variëteit aan
kijkers- groepen in verschillende levensfasen en binnen verschillende levensdomeinen.
De universiteit, hogeschool of het beroepsonderwijs behoren tot de beste
plekken om morele ontwikkeling aan te moedigen, met name als het gaat om de
ontwikkeling van beroepsethiek (Perry, 1999). Jongeren en jongvolwassenen
houden van series die contextueel gerelateerd zijn aan hun toekomstige leven
(Weaver et al., 2012; Weaver, Wilson & Langendyk, 2014). Er zijn al universiteitsdocenten die dramaseries met een relevante professionele setting in hun colleges
gebruiken voor uitdagende input in hun lessen over professionele ethiek (bijv.
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Weaver et al., 2012; Weaver, Wilson & Langendyk, 2014). De morele dilemma’s
van House, M.D., Dexter of The Sopranos bieden een geschikte manier om
relevante dilemma’s, respectievelijk met medische studenten aan te kaarten (zie
Wicclair, 2008), in gevangenissen of politieacademies te bespreken, of met
(ontwikkelings)psychologie- en / of rechtenstudenten te bediscussiëren. Als het
gaat over overkoepelende levensthema’s van jonge mensen, kan Gossip Girl
onderdeel worden van het middelbaar onderwijsprogramma als de eerste
(pijnlijke) ervaringen als liefdespartner zich aandienen (“love literacy”). Voor
aanbevelingen voor implementatie van deze dramaseries in het onderwijs, zie
hoofdstuk 3 en 4 van dit proefschrift.
We hopen dat dit theoretische raamwerk een bijdrage kan leveren aan
toekomstig onderzoek, bijvoorbeeld met betrekking tot onderzoek dat de
complexiteit van moreel ambigu drama en andere moreel ambigue mediavormen
verder probeert te ontrafelen als moreel laboratorium waarin kijkers leren leven
met hun morele dilemma’s via morele evaluatie, het nut en de voorwaarden voor
morele ruminatie en de waardering voor MAC’s.
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outwards, we shall come to the center of our own existence.
And where we had thought to be alone, we shall be with all the world.”
– Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces
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